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ABSTRACT 
The Psychical Science Congress (PSC), held from August 21-25, 1893, was a division of the 
Science and Philosophy congresses of the World’s Congress Auxiliary held in conjunction with Chicago’s 
World Columbian Exposition.  The first international congress devoted solely to psychical research, the 
PSC was initially conceived by John Curtis Bundy, editor of Chicago’s progressive spiritualist newspaper, 
the Religio-Philosophical Journal (R-PJ).  Upon Bundy’s death in August 1892, organizational matters fell 
to Elliott Coues, an internationally famous natural scientist who became chairman of the PSC.  The 
Congress drew into its fold a number of well-known figures of the fin de siècle including:  Richard 
Hodgson and Frederic W. H. Myers of the London Society for Psychical Research; Benjamin Franklin 
Underwood, a noted freethinker who assumed editorship of the R-PJ following John Bundy’s death and 
who established it as the official organ of the PSC; Frances Willard, the internationally acclaimed head of 
the Women’ Christian Temperance Union and America’s most beloved woman leader; Lyman J. Gage, a 
corporate officer of the Columbian Exposition, president of Chicago’s First National Bank, and spiritualist 
who hosted séances in his Chicago home; and Lilian Whiting, a noted journalist and New Thought 
advocate whose uplifting address regarding the spiritual future to come was delivered on the final day 
of the PSC by her close friend, the actress Kate Field.  These and other notable figures with interests in 
the occult who presented papers at the Psychical Science Congress drew large audiences in the Halls of 
Columbus and Washington at the Memorial Art Palace (now the Art Institute Building), making the 
Congress one of the most popular of all held under the auspices of World’s Congress Auxiliary. 
In the decade from the mid-1880s to the mid-1890s Chicago was a center for American occult 
activity, boasting a number of spiritualist and theosophical organizations along with its own 
independent psychical research society, the Western Society for Psychical Research (WSPR).  Organized 
in the summer of 1885, the WSPR was the largest urban psychical research society outside of Boston 
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and its officers and membership provided the corps of organizational leadership which would form the 
local Arrangements Committee for the Psychical Science Congress.  Though modeled after the London 
SPR, the Western Society for Psychical Research could not match the London group’s scientific standards 
and it practiced a ‘wilder’ variety of psychical research which betrayed its spiritualist leanings.  As with 
the case of the American SPR which expired in 1889, becoming a branch of the London organization, the 
WSPR expired in 1890, ceasing all investigations of psychical and spiritual phenomena. 
The Psychical Science Congress, along with the Theosophical Congress, held from September 15-
17, 1893 as a divisional congress of the World’s Parliament of Religions, elevated the public’s awareness 
of spiritualism, psychical research, and theosophy as elements of a progressive occultism which 
promised not only to heighten mankind’s spiritual and moral development but to accelerate societal 
reforms which would improve the human condition.  As a profound evolutionary force, progressive 
occultism promised knowledge and understanding of hidden realities and the heightening of individual 
mental powers—telepathy, clairvoyance, astral travel, and spirit communication among other 
supernormal and supernatural psychical abilities.  But Chicago’s status as a world center for generating 
psychical forces and drawing leaders of occult doctrines to its environs was short-lived and the promises 
of progressive occultism were soon appropriated by New Thought commercial hucksters whose primary 
concern was money-making.  The discoveries of the spiritual unknown which psychical science hoped to 
deliver remained disappointing as the forays into spiritualism and psychical research in Chicago from 
1885-1895 appeared to be another variety of the ‘romantic revival’ in which romance, adventure, and 
philosophical speculation seemed more attractive than the difficult and time-consuming efforts of 
serious scientific investigation into an occluded unknown.  The hope of the Chicago organizers of the 
PSC that psychical science would take its place among the newly forming social sciences of the late-
nineteenth century failed to materialize.  However, certain philosophical notions regarding the centrality 
of spirituality as a central element of reform survived throughout the Progressive Era. 
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PROLOGUE:  WILLIAM T. STEAD’S OCCULT CHICAGO OF 1893 
No city was more poised in 1893 to stake the claim as being the occult capital of the Western 
world than Chicago.  With national and international gatherings scheduled to take place in psychical 
research, theosophy, spiritualism, and Christian Science—most to be held under the auspices of the 
World’s Congress Auxiliary in conjunction with the World’s Columbian Exposition or Chicago World’s 
Fair—Chicago would exhibit for the world’s enjoyment and enlightenment the latest developments and 
trends in modern, progressive occultism.   But the spotlight on the city and its drawing power for 
prominent Anglo-American figures in theosophy, spiritualism, and psychical research, though powerfully 
intensive, would be brief.  Never again, after 1893, would the city stand as the world’s premier 
showcase for the public display of the most recent advances in penetrating the spectacular and 
supernatural realms of the invisible worlds of occult science. 
William T. Stead (1849-1912), the pioneering London journalist, editor, and reformer with 
enormous social and political prestige and whose occult and spiritualist proclivities had become evident 
during the 1880s, crossed the Atlantic to visit Chicago in the fall of 1893 to sample, among other things, 
the city’s vibrant occult scene.  Stead, along with his son Willie, departed from Southampton, England 
on October 21, 1893 aboard the Hamburg-American steamer Columbia and he barely had time to view 
the World’s Fair and other offerings of the Exposition.  In fact, he didn’t arrive in Chicago until October 
31, the last day of the Fair but he attended the funeral of Mayor Carter Harrison, who had been 
assassinated on October 28, the day the Columbia docked at New York.  Stead had been featured to 
appear on the program at the World’s Parliament of Religions the previous month but his paper “The 
Civic Church” was read on his behalf.  Headquartered in Chicago throughout his stay in the United 
States, Stead visited Canada and other American cities until departing for home from New York on 
March 7, 1894. 
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To Stead, Chicago was nothing if not enchanting.  In addition to the vibrant psychical culture he 
found throughout the city, the multi-tasking, ever-busy editor was particularly struck by the swarms of 
shoppers who packed crowded streets along Chicago’s Loop and Lake Shore during the height of the 
1893 Christmas season.  Crowds jamming the sidewalks stood seemingly transfixed before endless rows 
of brightly lit window displays of lavishly stocked department stores, the brilliancy of the electrical 
lighting striking him as a visual scene more dramatic than anything he had ever before witnessed.  
Writing from his hotel room on Michigan Avenue, he shared with English readers back home his 
amazement how anyone could possibly “retain their eyesight in such a continuous blaze of illumination.” 
A fascination with electricity and psychical research was a feature of the period’s cultural consciousness 
and at the World’s Congress Auxiliary Division of Science of Philosophy held from August 21-25, 1893, no 
congresses drew larger audiences than those of electricity and psychical science. Stead departed 
America for home on March 7, 1894 aboard the New York, travelling with Mark Twain and the 
author/diplomat Charles Francis Adams.  Stead and Mark Twain discovered they shared an avid interest 
in psychic phenomena and during a storm on the voyage home, Stead entertained the passengers with 
ghost stories as Twain grasped a table to steady himself.1 
Stead’s stay in Chicago, which ran intermittently from October 1893 to March 1894, is perhaps 
best remembered for the November 12 speech at Central Music Hall that helped launch the formation 
of the Chicago Civic Federation, and his similarly inspired exposé of the city’s vice districts If Christ Came 
to Chicago (1894).  But Stead at this time was also focused on exploring another of his favorite 
interests—the invisible world of the spiritual unknown, or the occult—and  many Chicagoans he met 
shared with him a heightened interest in spiritually occluded matters.  “Hardly a day passes,” Stead 
wrote in Borderland, the psychical investigation periodical he launched in July 1893, “in which some 
1
 William T. Stead, “From the New World to the Old,” Borderland 1 (January 1894), 279; Grace Eckley, Maiden 
Tribute: A Life of W. T. Stead (Philadelphia: Xlibris Corp., 2007), 168, 211; and Joseph O. Baylen, “Mark Twain, W. T. 
Stead, and ‘The Tell-Tale Hands’,” American Quarterly 16 (Winter 1964), 607. 
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thoughtful student of the mysteries which encompass the other world does not wait upon me at the 
hotel, anxious to ascertain what evidence has been secured as to the great problem of the hereafter.”2  
It appeared to Stead that it was “the more thoughtful clergy and laity” of Chicago who were most “open 
to the consideration of the new truth,” and who demonstrated, in his words, “a wonderful readiness to 
consider all well-attested instances of psychic phenomena.”  Indeed, Chicago, from the mid-1880s 
through the mid-1890s, as this study will show, was a significant fin-de-siècle site for spiritualism, 
theosophy, and psychical research—all of which flourished in a receptive climate of heterodox spiritual 
truth seeking, and which provided a corps of leading citizenry, many pastors of leading Protestant, inter-
faith, and non-denominational churches, who would serve on the Arrangements Committee for the 
Psychical Science Congress.3  This congress, the first of its kind in the world, drew, during the summer of 
1893, advocates of spiritualism and psychical research from all over the world, bringing together in 
Chicago numerous progressive men and women who saw in psychical science possible, if not likely, 
solutions to pressing social concerns.  The hailing of psychical research and occultism as vehicles for 
reform were a potent reason for the wide-ranging appeal that occultism held for the city’s cultured and 
educated classes. 
Stead chronicled in Borderland, his new magazine for the public discussion of occult topics, the 
“wonderful readiness” he found in Chicago “to consider all well-attested instances of psychic 
2
 Stead, “From the New World to the Old,” 279. On Stead’s visit to Chicago and its  impact on city reform, see 
Joseph O. Baylen, “A Victorian’s ‘Crusade’ in Chicago, 1893-1894,” Journal of American History 51 (December 
1964): 418-434; Dennis B. Downey, “William Stead and Chicago: A Victorian Jeremiah in the Windy City,” Mid-
America 68 (October 1986): 153-166; Gary Scott Smith, “When Stead Came to Chicago: ‘The Social Gospel Novel’ 
and the Chicago Civic Federation,” American Presbyterians 68 (1990): 193-205, reworked as Chapter 2, “When 
Stead Came to Chicago: Social Christianity and Political Reform,” in Gary Scott Smith, The Search for Social 
Salvation: Social Christianity and America, 1880-1925 (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2000), 65-96; and Frederic 
Whyte, The Life of W. T. Stead, vol. 2, (New York and Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1925), 39-53. 
3
 Stead wrote that during his stay in Chicago there were “few subjects…more frequently discussed” than those 
pertaining to spiritualism and psychical research. “From the New World to the Old,” 279. For Stead’s occult 
periodical Borderland, see Joseph O. Baylen, “W. T. Stead’s Borderland: A Quarterly Review and Index of Psychic 
Phenomena, 1893-1897,” Victorian Periodicals Newsletter 2 (April 1969): 30-35; and Grace Eckley, “Borderland: On 
the Edge of the ‘Immense Ocean of Truth’,” Publishing Research Quarterly 9 (March 1993): 34-43. 
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phenomena” along with the “catholic open-mindedness in relation to the hypotheses on which it may 
seem possible to explain them.”  Such was the widespread interest he found existing in Chicago 
regarding all matters of occultism that Stead predicted that Borderland, launched in July 1893, would be 
read and followed more closely in America and Canada than anywhere else in the world.  Soon upon 
arriving in Chicago Stead met with the principal organizers of the Psychical Science Congress—Elliott 
Coues, America’s most famous ornithologist and natural historian who became chairman of the congress 
upon the death of Col. John C. Bundy, editor of the Religio-Philosophical Journal [R-PJ] and a highly 
‘scientific’ spiritualist; Dr. Richard Hodgson, a psychical researcher who had been dispatched to America 
by the London Society for Psychical Research to assist its struggling American branch and who served as 
vice-chairman of the congress; B. F. (Benjamin Franklin) Underwood, noted freethinker who became 
editor of the R-PJ following the death of Col. Bundy, and member of the local arrangements committee; 
and the indefatigable Lyman J. Gage, president of the First National Bank and a chief official of the 
World’s Columbian Exposition who held séances at his stately home while Stead was in Chicago.  Stead 
was also particularly struck by the prevalence of fortune-telling mediums throughout the city and found 
time to visit a number of spiritualist mental mediums along with slate-writing mediums and one 
materializing medium.   Regarding his experience at the materializing séance, Stead reported that it was 
“intensely in advance of anything I had seen in the old country,” and that as far as he could determine, 
there had been no deception and that several of his fellow sitters, a number of whom being 
“professional men—professors, doctors, and others” were satisfied that they “had seen, identified, and 
held converse with, the materialized embodiment of their departed friends.”4 
4
 Stead, “From the New World to the Old,” 281; and John Nerone and Kevin Barnhurst, “Stead in America,” 98-114, 
in W.T. Stead, Newspaper Revolutionary ed. Laurel Brake, et. al. (London: The British Library, 2012). Stead’s visits 
to mediums in the city are mentioned in “Mr. Stead’s Daily Paper.” Chicago Tribune, November 12, 1893, 28. On 
the prevalence of fortune-tellers in cities like Chicago, see Henry Carrington Bolton, “Fortune-Telling in America 
To-Day; A Study of Advertisements,” Journal of American Folklore 8 (October-December 1895): 299-307. 
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Chicago newspapers eagerly sought interviews with Stead and questions about his occult 
proclivities inevitably cropped up.  In one interview with the Tribune, Stead spoke of his psychical talent 
for automatic writing, a psycho-spiritual technique whereby the mind goes blank and the hand begins to 
write automatically, being directed in most cases by a departed spirit.  Stead was not aware of his new 
psychic ability until the early summer of 1892 when he began to communicate with the spirit of a 
deceased American reform journalist named Julia Ames, who had died of typhoid fever in 1890 at the 
age of thirty.  Ames had been an officer and editor in the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) 
and a colleague of Frances Willard, the Union’s widely admired and respected leader with whom Stead 
counted as a close friend and associate.  Willard, Chicago’s most famous citizen by this time, also 
displayed an active interest in occultism and psychical research and, although out of the country in 
1893, associated herself closely with the Psychical Science Congress.  After several years of spiritual 
communication with Ames’ spirit, Stead opened a London office in 1909 which he called Julia’s Bureau, 
with rooms full of women manning typewriters and telephones busily recording calls and letters of 
individuals throughout Britain and America claiming to have communicated with someone deceased.  In 
the Tribune interview Stead described how “other intelligences than my own to use my hand as their 
instrument for expressing their thoughts on paper.”  He then related two examples of automatic writing 
that had occurred while he had been in Chicago and Evanston but these, he confessed, consisted of only 
“trivial matters” concerning his travels between the two cities.  Although the two occurrences were 
merely “trifles,” Stead contended that automatic writing had the potential to penetrate deeply “into the 
inner mystery of one’s life.”  When asked if he thought anything positive would come from these kinds 
of occult talents, Stead replied that “good will come” from such subjects when they are studied as 
“carefully and systematically with the same patience and perseverance that men of science give without 
hesitation to the investigation of the black beetle or of a fossil.”  That is when, Stead predicted, science 
will establish that human beings “do not cease to exist when they lay aside their bodies any more than 
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they do when the take off their clothes and go to bed.”  Stead concluded the interview with his 
interesting description of a human being “as a kind of two-legged telephone which a fraction of you 
takes up and uses at birth and which is rung off when the change occurs which we call death.”5 
 Over a decade ago, Roger Luckhurst, noted literary historian of science, challenged, in his own 
study of Stead’s worldview, the mistaken approach that historians had taken in separating occult 
interests from the other intellectual pursuits which reformers, scientists, politicians, clergymen, and 
novelists of the period embraced.   Most scholars had tended to view any attraction toward occultism as 
a crackpot aberration or mere foolishness that could be written off as an embarrassment or 
idiosyncratic oddity in an individual’s overall psychological constitution.  Rather, as Luckhurst presented 
in the case of Stead, “diverse interests in mass democracy, spirits and phantasms, an Empire-wide penny 
post, telepathy, imperial federation, new technology, astral travel, and popular science” were all equally 
important constituents of a complete intellectual makeup and world view and therefore had to be 
regarded as part “of a wider episteme, a network of knowledges in which forms of the occult promised 
to make revelatory connections across the territory of late Victorian modernity.”6   What Luckhurst 
described for Stead holds equally true for any number of progressive individuals who figured 
prominently either in the Psychical Science Congress or in the occult environment of Chicago that 
helped bring it about.  Personages such as Elliott Coues, Frances Willard, Lyman Gage, Lilian Whiting, 
and the Rev. Hiram W. Thomas cannot be fully understood without including their interests and 
attachments to occult subjects as these proclivities both figured in how they comprehended the world 
about them and inspired them in turn to change that world for the better.  A strong awareness for 
seeking and developing an ‘advanced spirituality’ became a driving force among the organizers and 
5
 “Stead for Reform. The London Editor Explains Some of His Odd Ideas.” Chicago Tribune, November 12, 1893, 25. 
6
 Roger Luckhurst, “W. T. Stead’s Occult Economies,” in Culture and Science in the Nineteenth-Century Media ed. 
Louise Henson, et. al. (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2004, 125. 
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participants at Chicago’s psychical congress as they sought to unlock the secrets of the unknown while 
at the same time pursuing secular social reforms. 
Notions of the various manifestations of ‘psychic force’ that generated  particular phenomena 
surrounding mediumistic spiritualism and which grounded speculative theories regarding telepathy and 
astral travel were often equated, in the late-nineteenth century, with the latest advances in energy and 
technology.   As Linda Simon has illustrated in her historical analysis of electrification in the second half 
of the nineteenth century, electricity was “understood in terms in relation to other mysterious energies 
of the time” and appeared to be another form of “illumination…of the human body, and of the spirit and 
the mind.”7  Simon and other historians have alerted us to the crucial connections between the cultural 
reception of early electrification and the rising tide of spiritualism and psychical research to the point 
whereby we can now safely postulate that the whole domain of psychic forces associated with practical 
occultism were identified in the public mind with advancements in industrial energy and technology. 
Numerous leading Chicagoans were drawn to theosophical ideas of the astral body and astral 
projection, where the psychical double of the human body presumably traversed vast distances via the 
mysterious ether which even a number of more metaphysically-minded physicists believed pervaded the 
atmosphere.  Elliott Coues, chairman of the Psychical Science Congress, generated considerable press 
attention with his claim of astral projection from his sister’s residence in Chicago to the home of a friend 
in Washington DC in the late 1880s.  Telepathy was also conceived in the wider cultural imagination as 
an occult technology similar to the telegraph, telephone, and eventually, wireless telegraph. 
Spiritualists referred to a ‘spiritual telegraph’ to account for the communications sent from departed 
spirits to mediums to be relayed to séance sitters.  These occult technologies were often explained in 
terms the most recent developments in communications systems, which assured their rapidity and 
7
 Linda Simon, Dark Light: Electricity and Anxiety from the Telegraph to the X-Ray (Orlando, FL: Harcourt, Inc., 
2004), 2-7. 
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dependability as in the speed and supposed veracity of messages received from the spirit world.   But 
Stead had found at least one drawback in using telepathy as a means of transatlantic communication 
while staying in Chicago.  Although acknowledging that the 4,000 mile distance between Chicago and 
London did not impede the sending of mental messages across the Atlantic to England, he confessed it 
destroyed “much of the zest with which the investigation is pursued.” When in England, for example, 
Stead could psychically transmit messages to friends and receive confirmation of their reception in less 
than a day.  Sending telepathic transmissions from Chicago to London, however, meant that it would 
require at least three weeks to receive verification of their arrival and by then, Stead said, he had either 
lost interest or completely forgotten about the messages.8 
No city in America, or the world for that matter, had experienced the rapid growth in numbers 
and size during the nineteenth century as Chicago had, and with a population of well over one million 
inhabitants in 1890, it stood as the fourth largest city in the world.  Europeans, fascinated by its growth 
and its rapid assimilation of new technologies such as electric grids and the telephone, regarded Chicago 
as America’s most interesting and remarkable city, to an extent that Arnold Lewis remarks it was viewed 
as “the Western world’s urban laboratory of commercial and technological experimentation.”9   The 
rapid electrification of the city and the extensive network of electric lighting was one of the 
technological marvels which, we have seen, fascinated Stead so greatly.10  The telephone, which Stead 
regarded as a model, if not accessory, for occult communication, is another case in point.  Chicagoans 
                                                          
8
 Stead, “From the New World to the Old,” 281. 
 
9
 Arnold Lewis, An Early Encounter with Tomorrow: Europeans, Chicago’s Loop, and the World’s Columbian 
Exposition (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1997), 14. Lewis writes that historians “have 
underestimated or forgotten that Chicago in these years was the Western world’s most advanced metropolitan 
laboratory” (20). 
 
10
 On the rapid spread of electrical lighting throughout the city, see Harold L. Platt, The Electric City: Energy and the 
Growth of the Chicago Area, 1880-1930 (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1991). Frances 
Willard, a leader of the woman’s movement, once suggested that Chicago should be named the “electric city,” 
instead of the “windy city.” “What Were the Formative Influences in Your Life? Answered by Frances E. Willard,” 
Golden Rule 15 (January 8, 1891): 231. 
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were quick to adopt the telephone in the 1870s, welcoming it in spite of its social intrusion into 
domestic privacy.  The Chicago Telephone Exchange received its franchise in 1878 and spread far more 
quickly than in other American cities.11  Telepathy and the telephone were two inter-connected means 
of intimate communication conceived in the final decades of the nineteenth century, particularly as both 
worked together to produce the “fantasy of effortless point-to-point communication without wires, 
where no physical obstacle divided the sympathy of minds desiring mutual communication.”12 
Chicagoans also embraced occult science as quickly and extensively as they did technological 
innovations.  By 1885, the city had become a national center for spiritualism and theosophy, and 
boasted one of the largest independent psychical research societies in America, the Western Society for 
Psychical Research.  Chicago then can be considered a fin-de-siècle metropolitan center for occult 
activity as much as it was a leading urban site for absorbing the marvels technological transformation.  
Frederic Myers, one of Britain’s foremost investigators of occult phenomena dispatched to Chicago in 
1893 by the London Society for Psychical Research to read papers on behalf of the Society at the 
Psychical Science Congress, predicted in the Chicago Inter Ocean that Chicago would soon displace 
London as the world’s capital for psychical research, while Stead himself, enamored by the boundless 
energy with which Frances Willard was tackling the social evils associated with alcohol, predicted that 
Chicago might well become “the centre of the English-Speaking Race, so far as Moral Reform is 
concerned.”13  Yet, the world spotlight on Chicago as a center in psychical science would be short-lived.  
The high point in Chicago occultism came in 1893 when the Psychical Science Congress held its sessions 
in August and the Theosophical Congress drew large crowds in September at the Parliament of Religions.  
                                                          
11
 Lewis, An Early Encounter, 92. 
 
12
 Carolyn Marvin, When Old Technologies Were New: Thinking About Electric Communication in the Late 
Nineteenth Century (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 153.  Marconi’s invention of wireless 
telegraphy came in 1896. 
 
13
 “Devoted to Science. Many Schools of Philosophy and Physics Meet.” Chicago Inter Ocean, August 22, 1893, 1; 
and Baylen, “A Victorian’s Crusade in Chicago,” 421. 
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The deaths of primary organizers and major figures such as Elliott Coues, Frederic Myers, Frances 
Willard, and Richard Hodgson around the turn of century and the reorganization of the American Society 
for Psychical Research in 1907 diminished Chicago’s status as an occult capital.   In addition, the rise in 
Chicago of a self-development practical psychology in the early twentieth-century New Thought 
movement dampened the enthusiasm for spiritualism while the national center for theosophy moved 
westward.   
Stead’s first novel From the Old World to the New (1892), a Christmas annual supplement to the 
Review of Reviews, previewed the coming World’s Fair in Chicago, combining a travelogue with romance 
and a bewildering array of psychic occurrences.  Stead’s eerie novel offered a prevision of what would 
occur on April 15, 1912, when Stead perished, along with over 1,500 other souls, as the Titanic struck an 
iceberg in the North Atlantic on its maiden voyage from Southampton to New York.  In the novel, a 
psychic passenger named Julia persuades the captain of the Majestic, an actual steamship built in 1890 
and operated by the White Star Line, to rescue a lone survivor from a ship struck by an iceberg in the 
fog.14  From the Old World to the New successfully publicized what Stead referred to as “the Social and 
Political and Religious possibilities” of the World’s Columbian Exposition.  Along with being a large 
advertising catalogue for the upcoming World’s Fair, Stead’s novel can be considered a precursor to the 
psychical congress, as he served to the delight of his readers many of the latest developments in British 
psychical research and his own similar occult investigations.15  For Stead the World’s Fair and Auxiliary 
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 Stead had warned Frederic Myers early in 1893, after receiving a spirit message, against sailing on the Majestic 
for his upcoming voyage to Chicago to attend the Psychical Science Congress. Myers wrote to William James that 
“Stead’s wife’s uncle’s ghost says that the Majestic is to sink on this trip….He has been trying to dissuade me, but I 
tell him to think of the ‘copy’ if we do go down.” Trevor Hamilton, Immortal Longings: FWH Myers and the 
Victorian Search for Life After Death (Exeter, UK and Charlottesville, VA: Academic Imprint, 2009), 191. 
 
15
 In the previous year’s Christmas annual, Real Ghost Stories, Stead had introduced to readers some of his own 
psychical investigations, only to reveal them more fully in From the Old World to the New. As he explained in the 
opening of the novel, “Last year we indicated the New World that man still has to explore. This year we record the 
latest results of the supreme triumph wrested by the faith and courage of a solitary adventurer from the great 
mystery which had been guarded for ages by the ignorance, the timidity, and the superstition of mankind.” Estelle 
W. Stead, My Father; Personal & Spiritual Reminiscences (New York: George H. Doran Co., 1913), 195; “’From the 
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Congresses at Chicago were to be greatest event of 1893, and he was delighted that a congress had 
been set aside for psychical research, a triumph itself due largely to the persistent efforts of men he 
regarded as fellow investigators of the ‘borderland’ of present material life and the spiritual unknown:  
Col. Bundy, Elliott Coues, and Lyman J. Gage.  Although unable to attend the Psychical Congress, Stead’s 
own contribution came in the form of From the Old World to the New, where, as he states in the 
preface, that he had “not allowed” himself “when treating of psychometry, clairvoyancy, telepathy, or 
automatic handwriting, to go one step beyond the limits, not merely of the possible, but of that which 
has actually been attained.”16  In one important sense, then, From the Old World to the New was Stead’s 
opening address at the Psychical Science Congress and though the actual gathering was months away, 
the novel granted Stead a presence in the proceedings he would not otherwise have enjoyed.   
Upon returning to London, Stead reflected on his stay in Chicago, referring to the city as “one of 
the wonders of the nineteenth century,” stating that he was “grateful and pleased with the use I was 
able to make of my time in the city of Chicago,” adding that “It seems to me that nowhere on the whole 
of the earth’s surface…could I have been more profitably employed than I was in Chicago in the winter 
of 1893-94.”17   Lilian Whiting, a journalist and New Thought writer who had met Stead while in Chicago, 
and who herself served on the women’s organizational committee for the Psychical Science Congress, 
concurred with Stead’s assessment both of Chicago and the World’s Fair with the belief that the 
Columbian Exposition was “the concentrated expression of the glory of the earth” and that the Psychical 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
Old World to the New’; A Christmas Dream of the Chicago Exposition,” Review of Reviews 6 (November 1892): 430; 
and “A Christmas Story of the Chicago Exposition,” Review of Reviews 6 (December 1892): 587. 
 
16
 William T. Stead, “Preface,” From the Old World to the New; A Christmas Story of the Chicago Exposition, 1893 
(London: Horace Marshall & Son, 1892), n.p. 
 
17
 As Others See Chicago; Impressions of Visitors, 1673-1933 ed. Bessie Louise Pierce (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1933), 355, 363; William T. Stead, “My First Visit to America,” Review of Reviews 9 (January-June 
1894): 414-417; and “Says Chicago is the Greatest City. Stead Gives His Impressions of America to London 
Reporter.” Chicago Tribune, March 15, 1894, 1.  
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Science Congress in particular had brought about a realization “for the first time the supreme 
possibilities of mankind—of the new humanity on which we are entering.”18  
Social reform and the search for spiritual and psychic knowledge were frequently inter-linked in 
the strategies and tools that Chicago’s progressive leaders incorporated in their march toward a better 
life and in gaining spiritual understanding.  This particular combination of the secular and the spiritual 
represents a leading feature of fin-de-siècle cultural progressivism or what can be called early social 
modernism.   For Chicagoans and others from across the nation who would find themselves associated 
with organizing and carrying out the Psychical Science Congress, held in the late summer of 1893, 
occultism served as one approach among many that these individuals seized upon to further both social 
reform and spiritual attainment.  Occult knowledge, derived from the spiritual realm, furthered both 
individual and social development, blurring distinctions between private and public realms of selfhood 
and generating forces that determined the worldview guiding various reform and uplift campaigns for 
these individuals.  Put differently, occult studies and interests were not the exclusive concern of those 
prominent Chicagoans who found themselves members of spiritualist, theosophical, or psychical 
research societies, but were simply located alongside a number of cultural pursuits they undertook to 
improve human conditions and gain knowledge of spiritual realities and truths.  Most of the figures I will 
be examining in the following pages are far better remembered for their professional achievements and 
accomplishments in business, medicine, law, science, religion, social reform, journalism, and 
organizational club work—positions from which they exerted a great influence in correcting a number of 
social evils they saw in myriad forms about them than they are for any memberships and leanings 
toward occultism or metaphysical philosophy. 
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 Lilian Whiting, “Life in Boston. Temporarily Transferred to the World’s Exposition.” Chicago Inter Ocean, 
September 2, 1893, 13.   
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 Occultism, whether in the variety of spiritualism, theosophy, or psychical research, was only 
one venue or course of action that acted in concert with a reform impulse for achieving a progressive 
vision that benefitted both the individual and the human race at large.  Occultism occupied considerable 
cultural space as numerous leading Americans and European intellectuals found themselves drawn to 
investigate phenomena and speculate on hidden forces and energies which could benefit mankind.  The 
Psychical Science Congress of 1893 and the metaphysical environment throughout Chicago which 
enabled its appearance stand as a heroic attempt to normalize and legitimize psychical research and 
practical occultism in America.  With its sessions seemingly steeped more in romance than science, the 
Congress, while drawing large audiences and attracting enormous press attention, remains nearly 
forgotten today, at most a brief footnote in historical studies on psychical research.  This perhaps is not 
quite so puzzling when we realize its hopes for securing final proofs of man’s ultimate place in the 
universe, an ambitious and exciting undertaking for that generation, was a challenge too great.  But in 
1893, psychical research, as displayed at Chicago, seemed poised, at least in the minds of its adherents, 
to take its place among, even to supplant, the physical sciences which had brought so much in natural 
knowledge and technical advances to those who lived during the nineteenth century.  But instead of 
psychical research becoming the leading science of the twentieth century, it remained at the edges, ever 
so fascinating but ever so elusive.  William T. Stead would be both disappointed and surprised that we, 
in the twenty-first century, aren’t communicating more extensively by automatic writing and telepathy.  
The modern ‘typewriter’, with its word processing system, easy touch keyboard, and rapid internet 
access, has rendered psychic communication unnecessary, sadly relegating what was once mankind’s 
great hope to a curious, archival anachronism.
14 
CHAPTER ONE:  PROGRESSIVE AMERICAN OCCULTISM AND THE ‘NEW’ CULTRUAL HISTORY:  
MAGIC, METAPHYSICS, MENTALITIES, AND MODERNISM    
Modern occult studies has only recently found its footings as a transdisciplinary specialty 
situated on the borders of the cultural history of science, religion, literature, feminism, and public 
philosophy.  It stands roughly where women’s studies stood a generation ago—vibrant, confident, 
expansive–and embellished with an allure of the distinctively new.1  As with women’s history, occult 
studies invite wide-ranging correspondences and cross-connections among a number of disciplinary 
interests in the sciences and humanities.  Ranging from anthropology to women’s history, these 
disciplines have invested heavily in studying the modern occult revival of the nineteenth century, a 
widespread spiritual, psychological, and scientific awakening in America and Europe signaled most 
prominently with the appearance of Spiritualism in the United States and its subsequent trans-Atlantic 
migration.  This occult revival, as is well known, is pictured throughout the historically-turned disciplines 
as a thoroughly modern project, reflecting and reinvigorating some of the most vexing and pressing 
cultural concerns of the day.  The modern occult movement in the United States generally refers to 
theoretical and practical developments in occultism, the study and unveiling of hidden realities, as they 
appeared in the wide-ranging associations among  the tens of thousands of individuals attracted to the 
spiritually-charged and highly-energized pursuits of Spiritualism, Theosophy, New Thought, and 
Psychical Research.  For the purposes of this study, the perspectives of fin-de-siècle heterodoxy, of 
which occultism  looms central, will be drawn from the ‘new cultural history’ and the ‘new modernist 
1 The maturity of modern occult studies can be gauged by the collection of essays found in The Ashgate Research 
Companion to Nineteenth-Century Spiritualism and the Occult ed. Tatiana Kontou and Sarah Willburn (Farnham, 
UK: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2012); and the state of the field report by Christine Ferguson, “Recent Studies in 
Nineteenth-Century Spiritualism,” Literature Compass 9 (June 2012): 431-440. Such sophisticated studies seem far 
removed from the desperate call issued over forty years ago in Robert D. Linder, “Wanted: Serious Historians of 
the Occult,” Fides et Historia 6 (Fall 1973): 60-70. The numerous works of Frances Yates (1899-1981) along with 
Keith Thomas’s Religion and the Decline of Magic (New York: Scribner, 1971) were instrumental in stimulating 
scholarly interest in the occult. David S. Katz, The Occult Tradition; From the Renaissance to the Present Day 
(London: Jonathan Cape, 2005), 16. 
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studies’, two vigorous disciplines which have determined that occult and heterodox systems of 
knowledge and practice were not only more widespread than previously believed, but more 
importantly, were interwoven into mainstream controversies and developments surrounding the nature  
of human consciousness, notions of a multi-variant ‘self’, and  newly-discovered mental powers which 
could transcend material boundaries and transform reality.  Indeed, it was occult perspectives which 
often seemed to be most representative of reigning mentalities regarding psychical features of the 
individual mind and its capacities for communicating and participating in a wider, if indeterminable, 
reality—all issues characteristic of fin-de-siècle private and public thought.   
A Modern Mecca of Psychic Forces, presents a modified microhistory2 of what to date, has been 
a curiously under-studied, but pre-eminently major public event in American occultism—the week-long 
Psychical Science Congress (PSC), held in Chicago from August 21-25, 1893.  The PSC was a division of 
the Philosophy and Science Congresses of the World’s Congress Auxiliary, a wide assortment of 
international congresses held from May to October in conjunction with the World’s Columbian 
Exposition (Chicago World’s Fair).  Also examined as part of the modified microhistory to be presented 
here is the three-day Theosophical Congress, held from September 15-17, 1893 as a special Congress 
granted to the Theosophical Society at the World’s Parliament of Religions.  These two Congresses, and 
particularly the Psychical Science Congress, serve as the programmatic targets from which I will project 
                                                          
2
 Microhistorians generally focus on specific events that help illuminate issues which arise within their broader 
field of interest. One recent survey defines microhistory as “the intensive historical investigation of a relatively well 
defined smaller object,” most often meaning a microscopic study of an obscure individual or an unknown small 
group or family event. I use the term “modified microhistory” as a means to alert the reader that the summer 
Congresses in 1893 Chicago were not obscure nor were the individuals involved anonymous or unknown. Sigurour 
Gylfi Magnússon and Istvàn M. Szijártó, What is Microhistory? Theory and Practice (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2013), 4. For views from two of the leading practitioners of the Italian school of microhistory see Carlo 
Ginzburg, Thread and Traces: True False Fictive trans. Anne C. Tedeschi and John Tedeschi (Berkeley, Los Angeles, 
and London: University of California Press, 2012), ch. 14 “Microhistory: Two or Three Things That I Know about It,” 
193-214; and Giovanni Levi, “On Microhistory,” pp. 97-119, in New Perspectives on Historical Writing ed. Peter 
Burke, 2
nd
 ed. (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania University Press, 2011 [2001]). A summary various 
approaches to microhistory can be found in Francesca Trivellato, “Microstoria/Microhistoire/Microhistory,” French 
Politics, Culture & Society 33 (Spring 2015): 122-134. 
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an expanding radius into the wider culture of spiritualism, theosophy, psychical research, and New 
Thought, all elements which characterized mainstream fin-de-siècle occultism (psychical science) in 
Chicago.  This cultural history of what is being termed ‘progressive occultism’ (essentially an 
evolutionary belief in a millennial perfection of mankind) will present an array of individuals and the 
associations they created and joined which promoted a discursive practical occultism that targeted the 
educated, middle, and reading classes, sponsoring lectures and meetings throughout Chicago, a city 
recognized by historians today as the turn-of-the-century western center in the United States for 
metaphysical religion and psychical science.  The two Congresses, along with the cultural manifestations 
of progressive occultism throughout fin-de-siècle Chicago, are windows to understanding and 
appreciating the occult content of mentalities in science and religion that guided Americans in their 
efforts to reform society through the development of spiritual awareness and psychological 
empowerment in individual lives. 
Among those drawn to Chicago for the purpose of attending or presenting at either of the two 
Congresses were three internationally recognized British leaders in occultism and psychic science—  
journalist and editor William T. Stead, poet and psychical researcher Frederic W. H. Myers, and socialist 
and theosophical leader Annie Besant.  Prominent Americans included: the famous ornithologist Elliot 
Coues (pronounced “Cows”), one of the nation’s most foremost scientists, who served as chairman of 
the Psychical Science Congress following the unexpected death of John C. Bundy, editor of the Religio-
Philosophical Journal and a widely acclaimed spokesman for ‘rational spiritualism,’ i.e., spiritualism 
devoid for fraud and deception; Frances Willard, a nationally known spokeswoman from Evanston, 
Illinois and supporter of psychical research and New Thought tenets, who, as leader of the Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union, was arguably America’s most beloved woman in the 1890s; and Lyman J. 
Gage, President of the First National Bank in Chicago, Corporate Officer of the World’s Columbian 
Exposition, and an ardent Spiritualist rumored to hold séances in Washington, D.C. while Secretary of 
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the Treasury for President William McKinley.  In addition to these prominent figures, I will provide 
capsule biographies of a number of individuals who were intimately involved in promoting occultism in 
Chicago, including a number of representative women such as Cora L. V. Richmond, Spiritualist pastor of 
the First Church of the Soul (located at Hooley’s Theater) and Lilian Whiting, the well-known journalist 
whose paper on “That Which is To Come,” read at the Psychical Science Congress by the famous actress 
Kate Field, received considerable press coverage.  These two women, along with a number of other 
colorful individuals, were instrumental in making Chicago a national center in the progressive occult 
movement in the closing decades of the nineteenth century. 
Making it ‘New’ Again: Occultism in Cultural History and Modernist Studies  
 While the ‘new cultural history’ is, of course, no longer new, it, like its related discipline, 
modernist studies, continues to remake itself ‘new’, particularly through ever-increasing pluralism, 
revisionism, eclecticism, disciplinary crossings, and a continued fondness for novelty in subject 
selection.3  That cultural history continues to re-make itself new has been the position taken by Roger 
Griffin, noted British professor of modern history and cultural theory at Oxford Brookes University.  In 
the preface to his Modernism and…series, Griffin has referred to the “perceptible paradigm shift” which 
has become evident in approaches to modern cultural history.  Characteristic of this shift, he notes, is 
the trend toward transdisciplinary perspectives, and “the conscious clustering of concepts often viewed 
as unconnected.”4  According to one recent text, “the first defining feature of cultural history is its focus 
                                                          
3
 The new cultural history formally arrived ca. 1990 with the publications of: The New Cultural History ed. Lynn 
Hunt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989); Roger Chartier, Cultural History: Between Practices and 
Representations trans. Lydia G. Cochrane (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1989); and Interpretation and 
Cultural History ed. Joan H. Pittock and Andrew Wear (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991). On subsequent 
reformulations of cultural history, see James W. Cook and Lawrence B. Glickman, “Twelve Propositions for a 
History of U.S. Cultural History,”13-57, in The Cultural Turn in U.S. History: Past, Present, and Future ed. James W. 
Cook, Lawrence B. Glickman, and Michael O’Malley (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2008).    
4
 Marius Turda, Modernism and Eugenics (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), ix. On eclecticism, see Alan 
Gordon, “Introduction: The New Cultural History and Urban History: Intersections,” Urban History Review/Revue 
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upon human subjectivity and the creative dimensions of the human mind.”  Cultural history, the author 
proceeds, can be defined as an approach to the past that “focuses upon the ways in which human 
beings made sense of their worlds, and this places human subjectivity and consciousness at the centre 
of cultural enquiry.”5  Frequently, then, it is through expanding crossroads of historical consciousness 
and the hidden pathways of  ‘higher thought’ through an increasing eclecticism and willingness to cross 
disciplinary lines that modern occult studies, among other more recently developed transdisciplinary 
specialties, helps to render cultural history ‘new’. 
There is no question that the current status of modern occult studies owes a great deal to the 
rise and lingering influence of an earlier variety of new cultural history, l’histoire des mentalités, to 
which it remains intimately related.6  Though mentalities is no longer a formal school with a dedicated 
following, it is still widely used as an approach in cultural history, although the term simply frequently 
appears with little explanation of its meaning offered.7  Mentalités history is associated with the so-
called Annales school, a group of historians identified with two giant figures in French historiography, 
Lucien Febvre (1878-1956) and Marc Bloch (1886-1944), who held chairs at the University of 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
d’histoire urbaine 33 (Fall 2004): 3-7. For an extensive bibliographic survey of proliferating subject matter found in 
the new cultural history, see James W. Cook, “The Kids Are All Right: On the ‘Turning’ of Cultural History,” 
American Historical Review 117 (June 2012): 746-771. 
 
5
 Anna Green, Cultural History (Houndmills, UK and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 4. For the idea that 
cultural history is continually innovative, see Ludmilla Jordanova, “The Practice of Cultural History in Britain,”63-78, 
in Cultural History in Europe: Institutions – Themes – Perspectives. ed. Jorg Rogge (New Brunswick, NJ and London: 
Transaction Publishers, 2011), esp. 64. 
6
 On the mentalities notion contributing to historical interest esotericism and occultism, see Jacques Le Goff, 
“Mentalities: A New Field for Historians,” Social Science Information 13 (February 1974), 89; and Jacques Le Goff, 
“Mentalities: A History of Ambiguities,” trans. David Denby, 166-180, in Constructing the Past: Essays in Historical 
Methodology ed. Jacques Le Goff and Pierre Nora (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1985).  
7 For the debt most social and intellectual historians practicing in America, Britain, and France owe to l’histoire des 
mentalités, see Christopher Clark “Mentalité and the Nature of Consciousness,” 387-395, in Encyclopedia of 
American Social History ed. Mary Kupiec Cayton, Elliott J. Gorn, and Peter W. Williams, vol. 1, (New York: Charles 
Scribner’s Sons, 1993), esp. 387. Green observes that for American historians “the influence of the study of 
mentalities…has been broader than it has been deep” (389). See also Peter Burke, “Strengths and Weaknesses of 
the History of Mentalities,” History of European Ideas 7 (September 1986): 439-451. 
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Strasbourg.8  In 1929  the two historians cofounded the journal Annales d’histoire économique et sociale 
(renamed Annales: Economies, Sociétiés, Civilisations in 1946) to “champion a new historiography that 
embraced the methods and insights of all other branches of learning, particularly such social sciences as 
geography, sociology, economics, linguistics, ethnology, and psychology.”  Under this ambitious multi-
disciplinary rubric, history, it was envisioned, would become “the human science and the keystone of 
the arts and social sciences.”9  The term histoire des mentalités itself was not formally introduced until 
the late 1950s by two later generation Annales historians Georges Duby and Robert Mandrou. 
Always a blurry concept, the history of mentalities, which for purists was the study of mental 
structures that underscored beliefs held throughout a population (particularly for ordinary people and 
not the intellectual or social elite) over long periods of time, has today simply become a term nearly 
synonymous with cultural history.10  Often defined as “visions of the world,” mentalities historians “map 
the mental universe which furnishes a culture with its essential characteristics,” becoming “not a history 
of ideas, but a history of mind.”11  Accordingly, for most cultural historians, mentalities broadly 
                                                          
8
 Lynn Hunt, “French History in the Last Twenty Years: The Rise and Fall of the Annales Paradigm,” Journal of 
Contemporary History 21 (April 1996): 209-224; Jacques Revel, “The Annales School,” 9-15, in The Columbia History 
of Twentieth-Century French Thought ed. Lawrence D. Kritzman (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006); 
André Burguière, The Annales School: An Intellectual History trans. Jane Marie Todd (Ithaca and London: Cornell 
University Press, 2009); and French Historians, 1900-2000: New Historical Writing in Twentieth-Century France ed. 
Philip Daileader and Philip Whalen (Chichester, UK: and Malden, MA: Wiley Blackwell, 2010). 
 
9 Alfred J. Andrea, “News of Historical Interest: Mentalities in History,” Historian 53 (Spring 1991), 605; and 
Francois Dosse, New History in France: The Triumph of the Annales trans. Peter V. Conroy, Jr. (Urbana and Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1994). For a German perspective on mentalities see Peter Schottler, “Mentalities, 
Ideologies, Discourses: On the ‘Third Level’ as a Theme in Social-Historical Research,” trans. William Templer, 72-
115, in The History of Everyday Life: Reconstructing Historical Experiences and Ways of Life ed. Alf Ludtke 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995). 
10
 Roger Chartier, Cultural History (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988,) esp. chapter 1, “Intellectual History and 
the History of Mentalités: A Dual Re-evaluation;” and Norman Simms, The Humming Tree: A Study in the History of 
Mentalities (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1992, esp. 31-32. On the history of mentalities 
disappearing into cultural history, see Allan Megill, “Coherence and Incoherence in Historical Studies:  From the 
‘Annales’ School to the New Cultural History” New Literary History 35 (Spring 2004): 207-231. 
11
 Patrick H. Hutton, “The History of Mentalities: The New Map of Cultural History,” History & Theory 20 (October 
1981), 238. See also Patrick H. Hutton, “Philippe Ariès and the Secrets of the History of Mentalities,” Historical 
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incorporate the “history of attitudes, forms of behaviour and unconscious collective representations.”12  
The study of these domains has vastly expanded the scope historical inquiry.  This broadening, with the 
still uncomfortably vague notion of mentalities, sometimes referred to as the history of sensibilities, has 
assured its continued appeal for cultural historians.13  I will incorporate mentalities as attitudes assumed 
by proponents of occultism throughout this cultural history of psychical science, with cultural history 
understood as encompassing both social and intellectual history.14  The mentalities of the participants of 
the Psychical Science Congress in the late summer of 1893 and the attitudes expressed in the psychical 
research society they joined in Chicago, along with the meanings that these participants drew from their 
experiences, will be one particular approach I will seek to develop.  
                                                                                                                                                                                           
Reflections/Réflexions Historiques 28 (Spring 2002): 1-19; and Patrick H. Hutton, Philippe Ariès and the Politics of 
French Cultural History (Amherst and London: University of Massachusetts Press, 2004). 
 
12
 Michel Vovelle, Ideologies and Mentalities, trans. Eamon O’Flaherty (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 1990), 5. As 
Vovelle notes, event histories are also found in mentalities studies. See his Chapter 11, “The Event in the History of 
Mentalities.” 
 
13
 Roger Chartier, “Histoire des Mentalité,” 54-58, in The Columbia History of Twentieth-Century French Thought 
ed. Lawrence D. Kritzman (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006); André Burguière, “From the History of 
Mentalities to Anthropological History,” 31-44, in Modes of Comparison: Theory & Practice ed. Aram A. Yengoyan 
(Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2006); and Daniel Wickberg, “What is the History of Sensibilities? On 
Cultural Histories, Old and New,” American Historical Review 112 (June 2007): 661-684. For the place of 
mentalities in the history of science, see Jacques Roger, “Preface to the 1993 Edition,” xv-xxxvii, in The Life Sciences 
in Eighteenth-Century French Thought/Jacques Roger ed. Keith R. Benson, trans. Robert Ellrich (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1997), esp. xxxiv-xxxv. 
14
 David Paul Nord, “Intellectual History, Social History, Cultural History…and Our History,” Journalism History 67 
(Winter 1990): 645-648. For this conceptualization of cultural history, see David D. Hall, “Backwards to the Future: 
The Cultural Turn and the Wisdom of Intellectual History.” Modern Intellectual History 9 (April 2012): 171-184; 
Donald R. Kelley, “Eclecticism and the History of Ideas,” Journal of the History of Ideas 62 (October 2001): 577-592; 
and Lloyd S. Kramer, “Intellectual History and Reality: The Search for Connections,” Historical 
Reflections/Réflexions Historiques 13 (Summer-Fall 1986): 517-545. Peter Burke has used the phrase “the cultural 
history of intellectual practices” to describe “a middle way between the history of mentalities and intellectual 
history. Peter Burke, “Strengths and Weaknesses of Cultural History,” Cultural History 1 (April 2012), 8. For recent 
similar formulations, see Avner Ben-Zaken, “Cultural History: Difficulties and Possibilities,” Cultural History 2 (April 
2013): 1-15; and Alessandro Arcangeli, Cultural History: A Concise Introduction (London and New York: Routledge, 
2012). 
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Other important disciplinary sources I have drawn upon in my reading of the ‘new’ cultural 
history of fin-de-siècle occultism have been the explosion of interest in the subject emanating from the 
new modernist studies and Victorian literary history.  As Stephen Ross, a leading scholar in modernist 
theory has explained, “reinventing modernist studies as uncanny,”—a reference to those modernist 
historians such as Leon Surrette who have located, in the late-nineteenth century occult revival the birth 
of modernism—has contributed to “the imperative to make modernism new (again).”15  The New 
Modernist Studies emerged in the 1980s and early 1990s (concurrently with the new cultural history)   
when a number of leading English Literature scholars, already having drifted toward cultural studies, re-
worked modernism as reaching beyond the avant-garde coterie of  literary and artistic poets and 
authors, and instead determined that its broader contours rested in the larger cultural domain of 
modernity—as a cluster of creative formations which served as expressions for the varied and multiple 
reactions to perplexing and troublesome conditions of urban modernity.16  The culmination of this 
revisionist effort was the appearance of the journal Modernism/modernity in 1994 and the 
establishment of the Modernist Studies Association in 1999.17  Their goal was to make modernism a 
transdisciplinary domain that would no longer be confined to the study of canonized literary authors as 
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 Stephen Ross, “Uncanny Modernism, or Analysis Interminable,” in Disciplining Modernism ed. Pamela L. Caughie 
(Houndmills, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 35. See also Make It New: The Rise of Modernism ed. Kurt Heinzelman 
(Austin: Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, University of Texas at Austin, 2003). On the notion of the 
uncanny, see Terry Castle, The Female Thermometer: Eighteenth-Century Culture and the Invention of the Uncanny 
(Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1995). 
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 For definitional consideration of these key terms, see Susan Stanford Friedman, “Definitional Excursions: The 
Meanings of Modern/Modernity/Modernism,” Modernism/modernity 8 (September 2001): 493-513; Matei 
Calinescu, “Modernity, Modernism, Modernization: Variations in Modern Themes,” 33-52, in The Turn of the 
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(Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1995); and Susan Stanford Friedman, “Periodizing Modernism: 
Postcolonial Modernities and the Space/Time Borders of Modernist Studies,” Modernism/modernity 13 
(September 2006): 425-443. The classical study remains Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts Into Air: The 
Experience of Modernity (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1982). 
 
17
 The term “new modernist studies” was first used at the inaugural meeting of the Modernist Studies Association 
in October 1999. See Ann L. Ardis, Modernism and Cultural Conflict, 1880-1922 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), esp. her “Introduction: Rethinking Modernism, Remapping the Turn of the Twentieth 
Century,” 1-14.  
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had been the tradition since the New Criticism became established in literary studies earlier in the 
century.18   As a result, the new modernist studies, along with the new cultural history, has opened up 
multiple venues of discursive matter—including formerly obscure or marginalized texts from disparate 
fields such as philosophy, science, and religion which further reveal and highlight tensions and struggles 
as heterodox systems of knowledge and practices competed with conventional and orthodox 
establishments for a recognized place in various public spheres.19  
 It can therefore be assumed that the tracts and assorted literature of progressive occultism 
share a family resemblance with forms of modernist fiction. These family resemblances within a broadly 
conceived modernist literature include: a fascination with socio-economic transformations which were 
impacting the life circumstances and styles of many urban dwellers; a sense of rupture with past cultural 
traditions; and a refusal to accept the limitations of Victorian-era rationalism, materialism, and 
scientism.  This refusal was manifested, in one direction, by a ‘metaphysical turn’ which sought to tap 
and exploit mysterious processes of mind, sub-levels of consciousness, higher dimensions of thought, 
hidden mental powers, and highly-charged, spiritualized energy.  Seen in this light, fin-de-siècle 
modernism seems “far removed from the spheres of philosophy, literature, and art” and should not be 
regarded as primarily an aesthetic movement but rather as a constellation of “cosmological 
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phenomenon.”20  This “maximalist” reading of modernism , increasingly the perspective of the new 
modernist studies, renders it “a wide-ranging project and aspiration” encompassing “movements for 
change which sought to forge a new world and mode of existence…based on a more transcendental or 
spiritual conception of life.”21    
The New Occultism and Its Recent Historiography 
The term occultism itself was unknown in the English language until it was used by the English 
Theosophist A. P.[Alfred Percy] Sinnett (1840-1921) in his book The Occult World (1881), while the 
French term occultisme appeared in the mid-nineteenth century in works by the French occultist and 
magician Eliphas Lévi (1810-1875).22  One prominent school linked to the European-based ARIES 
(Association pour la recherché et la l’information sur l’ésotérisme) and the American-based Association 
for the Study of Esotericism (ASE) prefers using ‘esotericism’ as the umbrella term, with occultism 
designated as a particular form of esotericism that developed after the European Enlightenment.  This 
school follows the pioneering work of Antoine Faivre, a prominent French historian of Western 
esotericism.  Faivrean scholars generally examine esoteric movements originating from the occult 
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sciences of the Renaissance, tracing them to contemporary New Age movements.23  But whether as a 
sub-category of esotericism or a category in its own right, the American sociologist Robert Galbreath 
believed occultism should be viewed “as an attitude toward the world rather than as a classification of 
phenomena, practices, and beliefs.”24   A common understanding of occultism in the early-twentieth 
century viewed it as the exploration, study, and mastery of “nature’s unseen forces, and the powers in 
man to govern them,” with the primary meaning of the term occult as “that which is hidden or 
mysterious, with an element of the magical often superadded.”25  “Occultism, then, as I consider in 
these pages, is the study and science of metaphysical speculation regarding the spiritual nature of 
ultimate reality and its application to further the human condition.  
Currently, the academic study of fin-de-siècle occultism is nearly as fashionable as the pursuit of 
the occult was throughout the nineteenth century.  Two monographs published in 2004 secured the 
position of modern occult studies as a central consideration for early-twentieth century cultural 
history—Alex Owen’s The Place of Enchantment: British Occultism and the Culture of the Modern and 
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Corinna Treitel’s A Science for the Soul: Occultism and the Genesis of the German Modern.26  Together, 
these two works, both widely reviewed, secured the presence of occultism and its related domains of 
modern enchantment as crucial to appreciating fin-de-siècle mentalities.27  As a result it is now widely 
accepted by scholars working in the field that the approaches to understanding fundamental issues and 
concerns, as well the kinds of knowledge generated in science, religion, and occultism, were deeply 
interwoven throughout the period around the turn-of-the-century, and that, therefore, the new 
occultism can be regarded as one important constituent of cultural modernity.28  Thomas Laqueur is one 
of the more perceptive and critical reviewers of these two path-breaking works. Thomas Laqueur’s is 
among the more perceptive as well as the most critical.   He seems impatient with Owen’s and Treitel’s 
insistence that incorporating occultism into the larger picture will greatly change our understanding of 
modernity, but few have followed his perspective.   Laqueur’s point that occultism is as much about 
religion as it is science and that William James’s ‘Variety of Religious Experience’ is a better model than 
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science to interrogate occultism’s relationship to modernity has much to commend.29  Yet is clear that 
occultism interfaced deeply with both religion and science, and even that conventional view in occult 
studies itself is now being revised.  In a recent article that will surely be incorporated into any future 
work on occultism, Corinna Treitel has suggested that we need to move beyond conceiving occultism as 
just science and religion or as something located somewhere between them.  For Treitel, the occult only 
reveals “the inadequacy of our categories of historical analysis and the pressing need to rethink the map 
of modernity to incorporate occultism in a more positive sense.”  Since the occult is “everywhere in 
modernity,” students of occult studies, she offers, may need to abandon the science/religion dichotomy 
and rethink occultism in a redrawn “map of modernity around eclectic, competing, and overlapping  
‘world views’” in order to more fully comprehend the place of occultism in modern culture.30  Finally, 
Laqueur questions just how important and widespread occultism really was in late-Victorian culture and 
his position that science takes the steam out of occultism’s enchantment by reducing telepathy and 
astral travel to known principles of physics is instructive.  Yet science itself, other historians note, as an 
explanatory resource for inexplicable or perplexing phenomena, does not dispel enchantment or 
wonder.  Indeed, it has become increasingly recognized that “modern science is just as likely to restore 
mystery as to extirpate it from the natural world,” and that since the late-nineteenth century, science 
has become “the single most powerful generator of the marvelous.”31 
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Occultism and American Culture at the Fin-de-Siècle 
 Modern American occultism arose from cultural appropriations of Mesmerism,32 
Swedenborgianism,33 and Transcendentalism.34  Mesmerism, in particular, was instrumental for the 
emergence of spiritualism as well as other occult movements in the second half of the nineteenth 
century.  Until Alison Winter laid out in great detail the cultural reach of mesmeric thought and practice 
in nineteenth-century Britain, mesmerism had largely been regarded as a subject located solely on the 
fringes of the history of medicine and psychiatry, although by the end of the Enlightenment the doctrine 
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of animal magnetism had readily been absorbed into numerous cultural domains.35  It was this heady 
mix of occult and spiritual understandings of man and his place in the universe that accounted for the 
later nineteenth century development of the four primary varieties of American progressive occultism—
Spiritualism, Theosophy, New Thought, and Psychical Research.36  While not exclusive of all occult 
interests pursued in fin-de-siècle America, these four varieties nonetheless occupied central stage and 
continue to command substantial historical attention, crowding out smaller and lesser-known occult 
groups and organizations.  Spiritualism, which caught fire in America and Europe in the 1850s, was the 
doctrine and practice of communicating with the dead through mediums, a majority of whom were 
female; it postulated an afterlife of spiritual dwellers and went into great detail regarding the conditions 
which greeted departed souls after death.  The Theosophical Society, organized in New York in 1875, 
(theosophy translates as “wisdom religion”) was cofounded by the former Spiritualist medium and 
Russian émigré, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-1891) and sought to combine science and religion into 
one all-encompassing doctrine.  Theosophy helped popularize Eastern religions in the Western world, 
encouraged the development of the study of comparative religion, introduced wide-ranging reading 
publics to notions of Karma and Mahatmas, and actively promoted the study of occultism and the 
development of a higher self.  New Thought began as a metaphysically-based mental and spiritual 
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healing movement following the death of famed New England healer Phineas Parkhurst Quimby (1801-
1866).  Christian Science, founded by Mary Baker Eddy (1821-1910), a former Quimby patient, became a 
prominent religious New Thought organization in the 1880s and 1890s, utilizing occult methods of 
medical treatment such as absent healing and challenging conventional medicine to an extent where 
regulars in the profession became alarmed at the loss of patients to the rapidly growing religious sect.   
By the mid-1890s New Thought had also become a form of applied psychology as it promoted, through 
magazines and texts, a number of occult techniques for self-development and psycho-spiritual growth.  
Psychical research (now known as parapsychology) was the scientific study of the occult, particularly 
with regard to spiritualism but it also investigated theosophy, hypnotism, and extra-sensory perception.  
The first organization, the Society for Psychical Research, appeared in London in 1882, with an American 
branch soon following in its wake.     
  To be sure, spiritualism, theosophy, psychical research, and New Thought were distinct from 
each other in a number of important ways—yet all three shared similar occult mentalities that grouped 
them together in the imagination of American and European publics.37  Their often vigorous attempts to 
distinguish themselves from each other could not completely cover the family resemblances of doctrine 
and practice so prevalent throughout modern American occultism.  This helps account for the often 
strikingly fluid boundaries within public occultism.  At various points in their lives, or even running 
concurrently, individuals could attend spiritualist séances, read Theosophical literature, attend a 
Christian Science service, and even become a member of a local psychical research society.   For most 
Chicagoans and fellow urban Americans of the late-nineteenth century,  the main exposure to modern 
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occultism came through public lectures and the printed word, with many quite sympathetic to much of 
what they were hearing and reading.38  
In a number of respects, the New Thought, if used in the broadest terms, is an apt term for the 
entire American phase of the late-nineteenth century occult and mystical revival.   As John B. Anderson, 
a philosophy professor of Colgate viewed it at the time, the New Thought stood for the sweeping 
metaphysical movement that emphasized “a spiritual interpretation of life and…a practical use of the 
occult powers of the soul” for the purpose of “reform[ing] mankind and perfect[ing] the race physically, 
intellectually, and morally.”39  Anderson correctly understood New Thought as “an attempted 
reformation and spiritualization of human life in all phases of its being and of its activity,” with its 
followers “bound together by the invisible ties of a common belief, sentiment, and practice.”40   That 
occultism represented a shared mentality over the period’s cultural concerns has been has been 
acknowledged by a number of American historians.  Catherine Albanese, noted scholar of American 
religious thought, boldly asserted that “metaphysical belief [lies] at the center of American culture—
endorsing its major presuppositions and prejudices even as it seems to be outside them; capturing its 
anxieties even as it seems to explode them in something new and different.”41   One prolific publicist 
who spent more than one stint in Chicago promoting psychological occultism was William Walker 
Atkinson (1862-1932), who wrote, in his 1915 history of the New Thought movement, that it had 
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“permeated all phases of thought and work,” exerting a “marked effect upon the modern view of the 
meaning and purpose and life.”42   Atkinson further regarded New Thought as “a MENTAL ATTITUDE,” 
[author’s capitalization] that followers and readers of New Thought literature had “simply absorbed.”43    
Within period studies, the fin-de-siècle has undergone a major revision over the last two 
decades—in part largely due to the influx of studies of heterodoxy—of which the occult has been 
central.   For example, it is well-known that the late-nineteenth century rebirth of hypnotism brought a 
foreboding fear of losing control of oneself to the psychical manipulations another’s influence, whether 
in the form of mysterious passes by the travelling stage hypnotist or from long lingering glances of a 
passing stranger in the street or railcar.44  Although such fears were clearly present in the public mind, 
there was also a counter-balancing mentality which brought new optimism and hope generated by press 
announcements of medical cure through psychic means.  The belief in medical progress that hypnotism 
would bring somewhat abated the fearful concerns over loss of personal will through the mental 
penetrations of others.  The optimistic tenor of the period has also pushed aside the historiographical 
emphasis on pessimism due to degeneration theory, always stronger in Europe than America, and which 
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set off numerous cultural alarms about the immediate future of mankind and modern society.45  An 
emphasis on public fascination with modes of enchantment, rather than brooding fears over 
degeneration, now mark the changing tide of fin-de-siècle studies.46   
 There is now little doubt that that a climate of increased spiritual sensibilities in late-nineteenth 
century America helped usher in the vogue for psychic culture and occultism.  Addressing the 
multiplicity of meanings associated with the term culture, George Cotkin has argued that for the 
nineteenth century, its meaning is perhaps best captured in the manner ascribed to it by Matthew 
Arnold as a widespread quest toward perfection.  Individuals possessing culture would have “higher 
aspirations and awe for ideal values,” and, it was believed, would live and act accordingly.47  In his 
widely read Culture and Anarchy (1869), Arnold located the source of this quest for perfection in “an 
internal condition….becoming something, rather than having something, in an inward condition of the 
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mind and spirit.”48  Culture, then, could be conceived as “a psychical state” which “makes a man to be 
something.”49  That this culture of mind should possess a strong spiritual flavor was often emphasized.50  
Such a fin-de-siècle depiction of culture, with its “expansive sense of possibility,” projected, according to 
Matthew Schneirov, a kaleidoscope  of what he terms “cultural dreams” in which individuals, filled with 
the “vitality and energy” of perfected culture, would direct spiritual, mental, and psychic power to 
overcome the irrationalities of modern life.51  That progress and culture could be viewed as one and the 
same is evident in this passage written in 1883 by the well-known English Spiritualist William Stainton 
Moses where he postulated that “man’s highest duty as a spiritual entity” is expressed “in the word 
PROGRESS—in knowledge of himself, and of all that makes for spiritual development.”  This “highest 
duty,” he continued, could also be “summed up in the word CULTURE in all its infinite ramifications; 
…not for earthly aims alone, but for the grand purpose of developing the faculties which are to be 
perpetuated in endless development.”52  Or, as Lilian Whiting, a well-known American newspaper 
columnist with strong occult and New Thought leanings put it, “The best results of all true culture” 
become realized when “they so refine and exalt the real nature of the individual that he becomes more 
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susceptible and more sensitive to these unseen influences that surround him [and] lead him upward in 
spiritual life.”53  This notion of culture was completely in tune with what was considered as perhaps the 
essence of modern occult doctrines—the idea of a progressive soul and  the edification of individual 
subjectivity, of spiritual evolution and the development of ‘higher’ mental powers.   Occultism, then, 
was demonstrably an undertaking, as put forward by a number of progressive thinkers, for acquiring and 
developing self-culture in fin-de-siècle America.   
Progressivism, the Occult, and Revitalization 
Occultism has not generally been viewed by historians as a feature of progressivism or the 
progressive movement, a historiographic result stemming from a number of interpretive and research 
traditions.54  Progressivism was long thought of and written about as an exclusively political undertaking, 
first becoming visible in cities and states in 1880s and 1890s and then on a national level in the 1900s 
and 1910s.  From trust-busting to environmental concerns, Progressivism was most likely to be 
explained in terms of social, political and economic reform—often pictured as disjointed or non-related 
undertakings in which just about anyone might call themselves a Progressive.  Not until progressivism 
was framed as a cultural movement in which the ‘self’ was targeted as much as the ‘political’, 
‘economic’, and ‘social’ could the idea of occultism be considered part and parcel of progressivism.55  If 
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our notion of progressivism is to be wholly re-visioned within the framework of the new cultural history, 
and can be identified as a visible component in say, medicine and religion, just as in politics and 
economics, then a great deal of the discursive content found in public philosophy and popular science 
could possibly, if not likely, be considered as falling under the rubric of progressivism.56  We would, then, 
also expect to find social and political reformers drawn to scientific and religious heterodoxy as well as 
the opposite.  When George E. Mowry considered, a half-century ago, the essence of progressivism to 
be the “firm belief that to a considerable degree man could make and remake his own world,” he 
scarcely considered that proposition to include the mental magic of New Thought, the practical 
occultism of Theosophy, or the systematic search for explanations of spiritualist phenomena found in 
psychical research.57    
As in the new modernist studies, with it’s broadening of modernism to encompass wide-ranging 
cultural formations, so too should our notion of progressivism be correspondingly expanded to 
incorporate ideas and ideals which were progressive in the widest sense.  In other words, as modernism 
as a movement is no longer confined to a select canonical group of avant-garde authors, poets, artists, 
and intellectuals, so too does the concept of progressivism require expansion beyond the canon of 
political reformers and the adjustments they made to certain social and economic conditions.   
Accordingly then, this study will identify with a ‘maximalist’ sense of progressivism, identifying within its 
contours the vast realm of heterodox undertakings which incorporated a spiritualized occult 
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understanding of man’s place in the universe and the cosmological plan for his evolutionary 
development.  In this sense, then, a broadly conceived cultural progressivism becomes an important 
engine for fin-de-siècle revitalization.58  Fin-de-siècle occultism too should be perceived, argues Roger 
Griffin, not simply on the basis of its cosmic claims or its psycho-spiritual techniques for developing the 
self and uncovering the unknown but rather through “understanding its social dynamics as a modern 
revitalization movement.”  Occultism then becomes a variety of modernism that Griffin terms social 
modernism.”59  The recourse to occultism in this regenerative atmosphere of the fin de siècle became so 
widespread that one of the central tenets of the new modernist studies is the recognition that the 
“fascination with magic, the occult, and the supernatural were integral to the Modernist spirit.”60  All 
modernists, then, whether avant-garde novelists, practical occultists, poets, or metaphysical healers, 
shared, to some degree, the new attitudes for comprehending reality, with an occult understanding of 
mind and selfhood frequently found at the core of their conceptual formulations.61  
 As such, progressivism becomes an important expression of modernism itself.  The doctrines 
and discourse of occultism figured prominently in the mentalities of modernism and cultural 
progressivism.  An attraction for philosophical idealism, correspondences, and visions of undreamt-of 
mental powers and invisible forces penetrated the mentalities of those publics drawn to the prolific 
offerings of occult reading material.  Progressive occultism was not characterized as much by esoteric 
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practices as it was by an exoteric outlook.   Through the use of house journals and the newly expanding 
magazine culture, devotees to progressive occultism pressed their case to prospective followers and the 
informed reading public.62  Progressive occult study and practice was demonstrably public, 
experimental, and open to all who were serious-minded and forward-looking. 
To speak of progressive occultism means using the term in two distinct ways.  In one sense, the 
term encompasses the range of evolutionary striving towards individual and societal improvement, with 
an eye on outright human perfection.  The other sense is to directly link those individuals with occult 
leanings to secular reform activities which have been traditionally associated with the Progressive 
movement.  Many political and economic reformers of the Progressive Era, as some historians have 
observed, had various occult interests and links to metaphysical associations or psychical periodicals.  
Or, reversing the equation, we could say that many occultists shared an active interest in promoting 
political and economic reform.  Either way, there was clearly a forging of occult proclivities and socio-
political reform.  As Catherine Albanese, a prominent historian of American religion, has indicated, New 
Thought proponents, along with fellow metaphysical occultists, “linked their vision of paradise to the 
progressivism of their era.”63   Beryl Satter, whose Each Mind a Kingdom (1999) remains the standard 
account on the New Thought, has observed that there was a great deal of crisscrossing of various 
domains of political reform with a spiritualized New Thought psychology that united both reformers and 
New Thoughters in an effort “to bring about a new era in the development of the ‘race’,” what she has 
termed evolutionary republicanism.  For Satter, what is particularly striking about New Thought and, we 
might add, occultism in general, were “the interconnections between New Thought and turn-of-the-
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century woman movement leaders, early progressives, and proto- and pioneering psychologists.”64  
Indeed, mysticism and metaphysics were important streams feeding into the New Psychology of the 
late-nineteenth century, with leading American psychologists like William James displaying great 
interest in such matters.   Much to the dismay of  his colleagues who were seeking to purge the new 
psychology of its occult content, it was James who loomed as the central figure in mediating 
metaphysical and occult doctrines to the  American public, and in doing so, “established himself as the 
most important thinker in America.”65   
Public occultism was clearly an expression of the progressive outlook as it was manifested in the 
wider culture.  It maintained an intimate relationship with a host of incremental or defined progressive 
reforms particularly at the municipal level even as it professed millennialism and perfectionism as its 
ultimate goal and ambition.  Occultism brimmed with the promise of expected immediate progress, not 
just in the spiritual realm, but in individual lives and throughout society as well.  For this study, then, I 
will use term ‘progressive occultism’ as designating those occult movements, along with individual 
leaders, who were eager participants in a cultural struggle to reinvent and revitalize American society in 
light of a perceived spiritual stagnation brought about by a heavily materialistic culture of science and a 
flaccid  theology preached throughout Protestant denominations.  Occultists of this variety shared their 
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perfectionist zeal with other religious and social reformers who sought to bring about an individual and 
social progress that historians have described as post-millennial.66  Progressive occultism, as presented 
here, is framed as a world view distinguished not only by its forward-looking evolutionary views and its 
perfectionist vision of both man and society, but also as a system of spiritualized psychological practices 
embedded within the period’s ‘psychic culture’, which strove to develop, through individual mental and 
psychic growth, practical ways to improve the quotidian aspects of people’s lives.67  It blended with 
other reform movements that engaged progressive men and women of this era.  It is partly in this very 
mixing with other reform strategies and spiritual activities of urban elites that has caused proclivities for 
occultism to be overlooked and under-appreciated as a factor of progressive reform in a number of 
standard historical accounts.  Occultism alone, for example, hardly defines the public life of Frances 
Willard or Lyman Gage, but to ignore their occult leanings diminishes both them and their social and 
civic accomplishments.   Occultism, then, should be viewed as one among many viable strategies and 
outlooks that progressive thinkers of the last two decades of the nineteenth century sought to utilize, 
either singularly, or in conjunction with efforts to improve and/or perfect the human condition.  
Progressive occultism, as I have indicated, encompassed a wide-ranging assortment of 
movements and associations—an almost endless array of spiritual reform ‘religions’ and ‘sciences’ that 
                                                          
66
 For progressive millennialism of the late nineteenth century, see Jean B. Quandt, “Religion and Social Thought: 
The Secularization of Postmillennialism” American Quarterly 25 (October 1973): 390-409; and Randall Balmer and 
Lauren F. Winner, Protestantism in America (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 59-62. The notion of 
progress was, of course, a central credo of faith for nineteenth century Americans. See Henry F. May, The End of 
American Innocence; A Study of the First Years of Our Own Time, 1912-1917 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1959), 20; 
and the section “Optimism and Activism in Late-Victorian Culture,” in Thomas A .Tweed, The American Encounter 
with Buddhism, 1844-1912; Victorian Culture and the Limits of Dissent (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press, 1992), 134-140.  
 
67
 In the early nineteenth century, perfectionist and millennial yearnings were a common feature of evangelical 
Protestantism. See e.g. Paul E. Johnson, A Shopkeeper’s Millennium: Society and Revivals in Rochester, New York, 
1815-1837 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1978), esp. 3-5; Timothy L. Smith, “Righteousness and Hope: Christian 
Holiness and the Millennial Vision in America,” American Quarterly 31 (Spring 1979): 21-45; and Louis J. Kern, 
“Sectarian Perfectionism and Universal Reform: The Radical Social and Political Thought of William Lloyd Garrison,” 
91-120,  in Religious and Secular Reform in America: Ideas, Beliefs, and Social Change ed. David K. Adams and A. 
van Minnen (Washington Square: New York University Press, 1999).  
 
40 
 
engaged the middle- and upper-classes in the second half of the nineteenth century.  It was a key 
element of a vibrant and flourishing ‘psychic culture’ which was broadly embedded in American life and 
which was closely related to a host of intellectual and practical ideologies centered upon mesmerism, 
hypnotism, phrenology, physical culture, and faith healing.  Much of what nineteenth century writers 
called ‘progressive literature’ was subsumed under these subjects.68  Occultism seamlessly blended with 
popular psychology and religious liberalism; it lent support to the women’s movement, with its 
periodicals frequently speaking out on women’s issues, becoming platforms for reform.  Perhaps as has 
been the case in the new modernist studies, there is a need to speak of political, social, and cultural 
progressivism(s) in the plural.  Only then can the plethora of issues, attitudes, and causes be fully 
comprehended in all that transpired or was hoped for in the culture of early modernism we call the 
Progressive Era. 
Psychic Force, Science, and Magic 
The pursuit of culture, perhaps the hallmark of the fin-de-siècle generation that wrestled with 
the complexities and imbalances of urban life, was a driving force of what Howard Mumford Jones has 
aptly termed the “age of energy,” with Chicago, in the words of David Burg, representing “both the spirit 
and embodiment of this Age of Energy.”69  Energy was a central theme in early modernist discourse as 
well, with numerous authors fascinated with a number of new inventions during the 1890s that 
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captivated the public imagination—discoveries such as wireless telegraphy and X-Rays which brought 
attention to various forms of “radiant energy” consisting of “electromagnetic waves vibrating at various 
frequencies in the luminiferous ether,” a “hypothetical medium credited with the transmission of such 
waves.”70  This notion of vibratory energy, along with the acceptance in certain scientific circles that the 
atmosphere was surrounded by the medium of invisible ether lent support to occult claims that 
thoughts were forces and provided an explanatory base for how thoughts moved between and among 
people. 
 So-called psychic force was a constituent feature of this vibratory, ethereal energy and became 
a term used to describe the energy supposedly manifesting around medium-created phenomena 
witnessed at spiritualist séances.  The phrase was coined by Edward William Cox (1801-1879), an English 
lawyer, publisher, legal author, and early psychical researcher, who, in an 1871 letter to William Crookes 
(1832-1919), the noted chemist, physicist, and spiritualist, called attention to “the existence of a new 
force, [which] in some unknown manner [is] connected with the human organization.”71  The term 
psychic force became widely used in psychical research to designate a broad range of occult 
occurrences, and Cox himself has been credited by Roger Luckhurst, whose history of telepathy remains 
to date the definitive study, with placing such phenomena “within the framework of scientific 
naturalism, and binding it into a network of reference to legitimate science. “72  
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Richard Noakes is another noted historian of nineteenth-century science who has shattered the 
notion that occultism and psychical research were pitted against a unified, orthodox science that 
resisted it at every turn.  Indeed, as Noakes has related, physics was thoroughly implicated in occultism 
as leading English physicists eagerly and energetically immersed themselves in experiments and 
investigations into matters pertaining to psychical research.73  It is now an accepted tenet that 
boundaries between scientific and non-scientific domains were fluid and that claims for occult 
phenomena could likely as fall within one domain as the other.  As the historian of modernism and 
science, Linda Dalrymple Henderson, has explained, the attempt to draw absolute distinctions between 
science and occultism is futile for the fin de siècle as investigators working in disparate fields were 
“deeply engaged with [both] science and occultism and the rich interconnections between them.”74  
Occultism—as exemplified by spiritualism, theosophy, and psychical research—was not just posing as 
science—it was science, even if it was being contested and denounced as fraudulent.  Noakes has 
disputed the notion that occult sciences such as psychical research were somehow alone in their 
marginality and precarious position in the scientific world.  He has argued that a number of emergent 
sciences were not securely based and that instead of a “supposedly homogeneous and monolithic thing 
called ‘science’… it is more accurate to speak of the sciences (plural).” As a result, psychical research, 
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resembles any number of “nineteenth-century sciences whose protagonists recognized and articulated 
the religious and social interpretations of their enterprises.”75   
Yet, for all its identification with science, and its aspiration to appear scientific, modern 
occultism was always associated with magic.  This included both ancient and traditional forms of magical 
practice as well as its more modern version, which emphasized entertainment over effecting changes. 
The modern occult, always a blend of the spiritual, scientific, and magical, was both ordinary and 
extraordinary.  The public considered occultism as magical as it did scientific. It was the rare individual in 
late-nineteenth century America who was not exposed or attuned to some kind of occult activity or 
printed material with magical content.   Occult magic of an entertainment variety was pervasive:  magic 
shows, stage hypnotism, and spectacular demonstrations of mind-reading, including breathtaking 
carriage rides through cities at high speeds by blindfolded drivers—captivated audiences of all ages.76  
Occultism could be a serious interest or just a pastime for Americans, regardless of gender or class.  It 
ranged from the study of personal magnetism through a correspondence course to full-fledged 
membership in the American S.P.R.  Magic, then, retains a place in the modern occult, even as it is 
transformed in modernity.  In a recent, ground-breaking study of the magical imagination in nineteenth-
century urban Britain, Karl Bell has demonstrated the prevalence of magical thinking as a means in 
which urban dwellers coped with a rapidly changing environment.  While acknowledging a continuing 
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effect of magical beliefs and traditions in ancient forms of divination such as astrology and witchcraft, 
Bell more broadly conceptualizes the magical imagination as “a fantastical mentality informed by 
supernatural beliefs, folkloric tropes, and popular superstition,” thus placing the modern magical 
imagination squarely within the domain of occultism, although he is concerned primarily with the 
magical mentalities of ordinary citizens rather than the elite occultism found in most works of occult 
studies, including my own.77  In this model, an urban magical mentality has been reinvented in 
modernity as the “metropolitan transformations of magic into occultism.”78   
For the United States, Catherine Albanese has postulated that the metaphysical practices found 
in New Thought were always magical in nature.  With the notion of correspondences (i.e., the 
Swedenborgian notion of a universal and timeless interrelationship between heaven and earth), the 
practice of magic becomes integral with New Thought adherents.  But this metaphysical magic, Albanese 
notes, is ultimately located in the mind.  Hence the magic of modern American occultism becomes “the 
mental magic of vision, reverie, meditation, and affirmative prayer.”79  It is this spiritualized form of 
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magic, used in conjunction with psychological techniques such as auto-suggestion and positive self-
affirmation mantras that characterizes much of the magical imagination of late-nineteenth century 
American occultism.80  
Occultism and the Psychical Science Congress 
While British historians point to figures such as William Crookes to argue that fin-de-siècle 
physics and psychical research bore strong resemblances, the life of American scientist Elliott Coues 
(1842-1899) reveals the fluid boundaries between science and occultism in America and the manner in 
which men and women of learning easily moved back and forth between them.  Heterodoxy in religion 
(i.e., the numerous non-orthodox or even unorthodox faiths and practices) and particularly the 
prevalence of ‘higher’ or ‘progressive’ thought, then, stands as a prominent feature  of fin-de-siècle 
public philosophy.  It stood as a clear challenge to conventional thinking about the self, consciousness, 
death, the afterlife, even knowledge about what was real or unreal.  The fear that heterodoxy might 
possibly displace orthodoxy in medicine, science, and religion gripped professional elites in these fields, 
and it was troublesome to them that figures such as Coues and William James would not only lend their 
authority to occult movements but actually participated in them.  Occult knowledge simultaneously 
contributed to and alarmed established science and established religion.  Particularly did the Psychical 
Science Congress threaten to de-stabilize the other sciences at the World’s Congress Auxiliary at the 
same the Theosophical Congress at the World’s Parliament of Religion threaten the cultural position of 
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mainline Christian denominations with both its appealing message and great drawing ability.  For 
occultists, science was more than was what practiced in university laboratories; it was primarily a quest 
for the demonstration of discoveries revealing knowledge that underscored ultimate truths.  Occultism, 
then, inherently implicated in the project of science—i.e., in uncovering and/or discovering Nature’s 
hidden knowledge—as much as it was involved with religion’s mission to provide solace and 
companionship with the Divine, provided a measure of faith through an understanding that God had not 
abandoned humankind in modernity.  Any form of belief without evidence implies faith in the 
unconfirmed, unseen, or unknown; few, if any, among us are free from belief of this sort.81   
Occultism, an ambitious system of esoteric knowledge and psycho-spiritual practices seeking 
status as a cultural science, presented itself as a public philosophy of great spiritual and scientific import.   
Modern progressive, public occultism—whether understood as Spiritualism, Theosophy, New Thought, 
or Psychical Research—can be comprehended as both a ‘variety of religious experience’ in the Jamesian 
sense and as a developing branch of experimental psychology.  In short, occultism was science, religion, 
and public philosophy, all rolled into one bundle of epistemic knowledge and practice, although 
admittedly seemingly distinct from a number of conventional religions and sciences.  It posed a serious 
challenge to both laboratory science and traditional Christianity, with its heady and enticing views on 
humanity’s place in a surrounding but invisible universal reality.  Occultism was seemingly poised to 
collapse the distinction between science and religion and absorb them into one knowledge system.  That 
public occultism could flourish alongside powerful nineteenth-century cultural pillars such as 
institutional science and denominational religion, speaks volumes to a significantly wide dissatisfaction 
that various publics held for both, even accounting for the appreciation that most Americans had for 
conventional science and traditional religion.  That Americans could  simultaneously respect and disdain 
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the science and religion of their day speaks once again to the cultural tensions enveloping the 
experience of modern urban life, and which opened up space for competing systems of knowledge and 
practice that psychical science and  metaphysical occultism soon filled.  The new occultism offered an 
‘experimental psychology’ available to all ages and socio-economic groups, ranging from parlor 
entertainments including the ‘willing game’, planchette, and Ouija board to more sophisticated 
investigations conducted by trained individuals around the spiritualist or hypnotic séance.  Practical 
occultism, like its (almost twin) sister science—applied psychology, and from whom it became nearly 
impossible to distinguish—took a number of diverse social and cultural paths in the early-twentieth 
century that led it to alternative medicine, health, happiness, and success formulas, child-rearing 
techniques, and approaches to salesmanship and advertising.  There was little in modern culture that 
occultism left untouched or did not seek to influence.  As I will show in the Epilogue, occultism proffered 
advice for nearly everything—much of it marketed for public consumption in the vibrant new periodical 
culture in which editors and publishers of occult materials hoped to make a quick buck. 
The widespread manifestation of public occultism in Chicago and other American cities at the 
turn-of-the-century can be regarded as an expression of cultural progressivism and social modernism.  In 
examining the rich array of occult activity and pursuits in fin-de-siècle Chicago, I will be focusing on 
points of divergence and similarities among individuals and organizations which embraced public 
occultism in roughly the decade from the mid-1880s to the mid-890s as a means to further progressive 
and evolutionary notions for the development of a ‘higher self’ and the elevation of the human race.  
Chicago, which, along with London and Boston, was one of the urban, English-speaking pioneer centers 
for psychical research, offered a vibrant public occulture to anyone interested in such matters.82  The 
                                                          
82
 The term occulture was first introduced by Christopher Partridge to describe a vast array of spiritual beliefs and 
practices drawn from various occult traditions. Christopher Partridge, The Re-Enchantment of the West: Alternative 
Spiritualities, Sacralization, Popular Culture, and Occulture, vol. 1, (London: T & T Clark International, 2004), 68-69. 
For brief discussions of Partridge’s use of the term, see Danielle Kirby, Fantasy and Belief: Alternative Religions, 
Popular Narratives and Digital Cultures (Bristol, CT: Equinox, 2013), 15-16; and Kennet Granholm, Dark 
48 
 
Psychical Science Congress, held in the late summer of 1893, offered a week of occult attractions 
presented by American and European spiritualists and psychical researchers that drew thousands to the 
largest attendance rooms of the newly constructed Art Institute Building on Michigan Avenue.  The 
public flocked to hear and see talks and performances by both American and world leaders in 
spiritualism, theosophy, and psychical science, while Chicagoans read daily accounts throughout the 
week of Congress activities through newspapers such as the Tribune and Inter-Ocean.  The PSC mediated 
elite occultism and popular occultism, as it attracted the curious and the occult-inclined of the Fair-
attending population.  Occultism was confidently displaying its new, if tenuous status, as one of the 
age’s most innovative and dynamic sciences.   It had already achieved a certain status in the public 
mind—even at the same time it invited both skepticism and derision due to fraud, deception, and the 
outlandishness of some of its claims which seemed to be beyond common sense.  How further it could 
advance to become a prominent cultural science of the twentieth century remained to be seen. 
Occult notions not only co-existed alongside standard religious and scientific thought, but were 
frequently embedded within them while new scientific discoveries and technologies seemed on the 
verge of making aspects of occultism plausible, e.g. the x-ray or wireless telegraphy might well explain 
telepathic suggestion, subliminal consciousness, hypnosis, and healing at a distance.  Viewed in this 
light, it does not seem so startling or surprising to us today that table-rapping and other spirit 
manifestations, generated by the mental processes of mediumship, could be regarded as equally 
‘scientific’ as those phenomena and discoveries  brought forward by the other sciences at the World’s 
Congress Auxiliary.  It seems quite plausible to insist that psychical research, along with electricity, 
astronomy, and pharmacy, be regarded as one of late-nineteenth century’s progressive sciences.  
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The Psychical Science Congress at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition became an 
international platform for showcasing the latest trends and developments in modern occultism.  Today, 
it has been all but forgotten.  The Congress brought occult thought and practices to the forefront of 
what was “new” and “progressive” not only in American social and intellectual life, but across the world.  
It was the perfect microcosm of the World’s Congress Auxiliary itself asThe motto of the WCA—“Not 
Matter But Mind, Not Things But Men”—could well have stood as the motto of the Psychical Science 
Congress.83  Promoters and participants of the Congress could hardly contain their enthusiasm over the 
prospects that the Congress offered for lifting the American Republic to heights it had never dreamed.  
But their grip on the mantle of science, as well as their challenge to conventional religion, was more 
tenuous than they imagined, and their hopes for millennial transformations were always in danger of 
being dashed. 
In the chapters that follow I will be examining the cultural environment in which occultism 
flourished in the immediate years before the psychical congress as well as providing an in-depth look at 
the preparations and actual unfolding of the congress.  The next chapter highlights an emerging 
psychical culture in Chicago as hypnotism, spiritualism, and theosophy develop strong roots, attracting 
considerable interest from all social classes.  Chapter three discusses the Western Society for Psychical 
Research, Chicago’s own independent group which flourished in the second half of the 1880s, and its 
struggles to maintain scientific respectability.  Chapter Four delves into the preparations for the 
Psychical Science Congress, the formation of a local Committee for Arrangements, and the publicity and 
expectations generated through press releases and announcements of its chairman, Elliott Coues.  
Chapter Five highlights some of the presenters at the psychical congress as well some of the figures 
associated with the three-day Theosophical Congress held in conjunction with the World’s Parliament of 
Religions.  Chapter Six discusses two prominent women associated with the congress, Frances Willard 
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and Lilian Whiting, and considers the issue of race and the absence of African-Americans at the 
Columbian Exposition and the Psychical Science Congress.  An epilogue explores how psychical science 
has been overdetermined in terms of its Anglo-American and European practices and places it alongside 
the cultural fascination with Arctic expeditions, speculation over life on Mars, and African-American 
voodoo/spiritualism.  Furthermore, the epistemological links between psychical science, euthenics, and 
moral environmentalism are explored as well as the failure of psychical science to establish itself among 
the emerging social sciences of the late-nineteenth century. 
As the discussion in this chapter has revealed, the subject I explore lies at the intersection of a 
number of burgeoning literatures from related disciplines that squarely locates occultism in the social 
contours of early modernism and progressivism.  The remarkable richness of the literature presented 
and discussed in the above pages only enhances my project of situating a now-obscure Congress 
arranged by under-studied American proponents of spiritualism and psychical research hosted in a new 
and thriving modern metropolis which was the marvel of Western world for its management of growth 
and technological advances.  Progressive occultism stood as important feature of an early modernism 
which both incorporated and reflected much of the advanced thought found in science, religion, and 
philosophy.  Psychical science therefore, sought to gain the world’s admiration by revealing and 
explaining Nature’s most hidden secrets of the psyche and soul.
51 
CHAPTER TWO:  A CITY AFIRE WITH SPIRIT:  PSYCHIC CULTURE IN 1880s CHICAGO—SPIRITUALISM, 
THEOSOPHY, MESMERISM, AND HYPNOTISM  
Whether in fin-de-siècle London, St. Petersburg, Berlin, or Chicago, occultism permeated the 
consciousness of the middle- and upper-classes and helped shape their understanding of the world and 
the ways to penetrate and explore its mysteries.1  Occultism, in a bewildering variety of forms, became a 
scientific and popular craze of the period, serving to meet a multitude of spiritual, intellectual, and 
emotional needs resulting from rapidly changing social and economic circumstances.  Throughout the 
mid- and late-1880s occultism drew many Chicagoans from the business, religious, and professional 
worlds through its energy, optimism, vitality—and even its playfulness and theatricality, in its 
determination to come to grips with pressing questions of individual and social meaning.  The interests 
and steps taken by leading citizens of the city to organize or join societies dedicated to spiritualism, 
theosophy, New Thought, and psychical research—the four most popular and influential varieties of 
nineteenth century Anglo-American progressive occultism—would be significant in establishing Chicago 
as a national occult center capable of hosting and organizing a Psychical Science Congress.  In so doing, 
they wedded occultism to other ideas, means, and projects they envisioned for improving themselves 
and their surrounding worlds.  
As Ruth Bordin wrote in her biography of Frances Willard, arguably America’s most respected 
and adored woman of the late-nineteenth century, Chicago in the 1880s “was the center of a new 
flowering of culture and reform that burst into full bloom in the 1890s.”2  She could, for all practical 
1
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purposes, have been talking about the flowering culture of elite and popular occultism.  By the late 
1880s occult subjects attracted such wide attention in Chicago, as it was throughout much of the nation, 
that some believed the Windy City would overtake Boston as the center of the country’s occult 
activities.  The Rev. Dr. David Swing, the popular liberal minister, wrote in the Chicago Journal that the 
westward trek of interest in the occult from Boston to Chicago had been underway for some time, with 
the result being that “there are places in Chicago in which the human mind can be taught to think and 
talk in the language of the most profound occultism,” while the Religio-Philosophical Journal [R-PJ], the 
city’s widely regarded Spiritualist newspaper, remarked that Chicago “is not only the center of the 
American business world but the pivotal center of the psychical as well,” and had now supplanted 
Boston as “the hub of the universe.”3  When R. A. (Robert Allen) Campbell,  St. Louis publisher and 
lecturer on occult subjects, visited Chicago for three months in 1887, he declared that Chicago’s citizens 
were “full of life and vivacity,” more so even than their counterparts in the East. “Women who take up 
fads [in Chicago],” Campbell stated, “do so with more earnestness and energy than even their sisters in 
classic Boston.”  One woman that Campbell said “reads hands very well” was Mrs. Helen S. Shedd, “long 
President of the Women’s Club, Secretary of the Philosophical Society, and member of the Psychical 
Society.”4  Two years later the Inter Ocean proclaimed that occultism was “booming in Chicago,” and 
was about to be more pronounced with the impending visit of “the celebrated occultist and illuminati,” 
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Dr. Joseph C. Street, of Boston.  The paper interpreted this visit as proof that Chicago was keeping 
“abreast of the world in this line, and in all else of a mentally and morally progressive nature,” and 
announced that the “study of occultism in Chicago during the last year has been engaging the attention 
of some its most intelligent and industrious students,” with “new orders, organizations, branches, and 
groups…constantly being formed.”5  This chapter explores the occult activities in mid- to late-1880s 
Chicago concerning spiritualism, theosophy, and hypnotism, noting that while occultism retained strong 
ties to social reform and offered messages of hope, it simultaneously carried baggage of fraud, 
suspicion, and humbug. 
Varieties of Chicago Spiritualism: Cora L. V. Richmond, John C. Bundy, and the Bangs Sisters 
 For three quarters of a century, from 1850 to about 1925, modern spiritualism engaged 
Americans (and Europeans) on individual and collective levels as perhaps no other nineteenth-century 
heterodox religion ever approached.  As a result, it has attracted enormous attention from countless 
scholars of Anglo-American religion and culture. 6  Both modern spiritualism, a radical new religion, and 
the woman’s rights movement, a radical feminist reform imperative, date their inception to events 
which unfolded in upstate New York in 1848.  For spiritualism, the manifestations of rapping and 
knocking generated through Katie and Margaret Fox in Hydesdale mark the beginning of a widespread, 
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transnational movement which lasted well into the twentieth century.7  The women’s rights movement, 
a similar undertaking of international importance, heralds its formal inauguration with the Seneca Falls 
Convention.  As historian Anne Braude has emphasized, the two movements would find themselves 
intimately connected as they grew in momentum throughout most of the country, particularly in the 
northern and western states.  Spiritualism quickly evolved and morphed into a sophisticated 
philosophical system delineating levels of heavenly life while promoting social reform on earth.  
Knocking and rapping gave way, in the 1850s, to trance speaking with even more sensational 
performances of materialization through cabinet mediumship dominating spiritualistic manifestations of 
the 1870s and 1880s.8  Estimates of nineteenth-century Americans who were sympathetic or devoted to 
spiritualism have ranged from two to eleven million.9  What made spiritualism modern was the multiple 
functions it served in a rapidly changing and convulsive social order in which an individual’s place and 
social grounding appeared fluid and unstable.  Social agitation and cultural uncertainties abounded in 
mid- and late-nineteenth century America and spiritualism brought certainty and stability to those 
uncomfortable with the social and cultural convulsions occurring about them.  As the three varieties of 
Chicago spiritualist activity I will examine attest, advocates of spiritualism professed to demonstrate 
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scientific evidence of life after death, offered spiritual comfort and solace through formalized religious 
services, and provided, through mediumistic performance, a packaged blend of entertainment and 
therapeutic consolation which consumers found satisfying.10  Just as important, modern spiritualism, 
joined at the hip, as it were, with women’s rights, became a vocal and energetic advocate of a host of 
reform movements, including abolitionism, prison reform, child advocacy, socialism, and a broad array 
of social equality initiatives which eventually found favor with the American public.  Always a champion 
of the voiceless and powerless, modern American spiritualism is now recognized as a serious force in 
seeking and securing nineteenth-century social reform.11  
 The first Spiritualist medium arrived in Chicago in 1849 and by the time of the Great Fire in 
October 1871, it was estimated that Chicago had roughly 10,000 residents who might call themselves 
Spiritualists, while by the mid-1880s, the number had grown to 30,000.12  From August 9-14, 1864, the 
National Convention of Spiritualists gathered in Chicago.  Recognized as the first national gathering of 
spiritualists in America, the convention chose Stevens S. Jones, editor of the Religio-Philosophical 
Journal [RP-J] as president.  One of the more interesting aspects of this Convention concerned 
pronouncements by Adaline Buffum, a Chicago spiritualist who edited a small short-lived newspaper 
News from the Spirit World, who declared that Chicago was “the chosen place as a central starting point, 
the center of that which is to encircle the whole earth.”  A similar perspective was expressed at the 1868 
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“Celestial Convention on the Planet Earth” which sought to establish a spiritual kingdom in Chicago 
under the domain of women, a notion openly mocked in the papers.13  
Chicago’s predilection for establishing spiritual kingdoms was marked.  One journalist writing for 
the London-based Spiritual Magazine in 1867, under the initials A. L., was struck by the strangeness of 
schemes for utopian spiritualism in Chicago.  This writer, possibly Andrew Lang (1844-1912),14 related 
his impressions of a certain Professor C. P—G. Washington and the first issue of a spiritualist magazine, 
A New Bible, edited by Washington, which prophesied a series of calamities leading to a new, universal 
system of government to be established throughout the world, to be led by a modern successor to 
Christ.  While not explicitly claiming to be that successor, but clearly hoping that others would recognize 
him as such, Professor Washington was set to rule the earth with an imposing apostolic circle of twelve 
male and thirteen female spiritualist mediums. “Think of it!” wrote Lang, “An independent development 
of sacerdotalism in the far West—a papacy in Chicago!....of all places in the world!...Chicago, the capital 
of the great North West, a centre of the most vigorous life of the United States.”  Fortunately for 
Chicago, Lang determined that its “general life is too healthy and sound to be affected more than 
infinitesimally by delusions.”15   
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Cora L. V. Richmond: Church Spiritualist and Trance-Speaker 
The most prominent Spiritualist leader of the city, Mrs. Cora L. V. Richmond (1840-1923), pastor 
of the First Spiritualist Society (or Church of the Soul) located at Hooley’s Theater, was widely recognized 
as the nation’s foremost inspirational trance lecturer.16  Born Cora Lodencia Veronica Scott in the 
burned-over district of upstate New York, her parents were followers of a utopian community called 
Hopedale, founded by Adin Ballou.  Soon after her family moved to rural Wisconsin in 1851 in order to 
establish a similar type of community, young Cora displayed an ability to speak and write messages 
while in a trance state and she was soon performing in the surrounding area of Waterloo, Wisconsin.  
After the death of her father who had been managing her platform appearances, she and her mother 
moved to Buffalo, New York in 1854 where, by the age of fifteen, she was becoming well-known as one 
of the nation’s foremost trance lecturers.  In 1856 she married Dr. Benjamin Hatch, a magnetic healer 
nearly forty years older than she, and he soon assumed her father’s previous role as manager.  Cora 
Hatch then began an extensive performance tour of major East Coast cities but in 1858 she sued for 
divorce, citing financial mismanagement and sexual improprieties as the basis for the suit.  It was during 
this period that a young Henry James attended one of her performances in Boston and it is now widely 
accepted that James based his character Verena Tarrant in The Bostonians (1888) on young Cora 
Hatch.17    
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Cora Scott would re-marry three more times, losing her next husband Colonel Nathan W. Davis 
and their one-year-old daughter to yellow fever in New Orleans, and divorcing her third husband, 
Colonel Samuel F. Tappan, in 1876, just prior to her fourth marriage to William Richmond, a prominent 
member of the First Society of Spiritualists in Chicago, where she was now pastor and would remain so 
for the next twenty years.  Always politically active and an outright defender of “the marginalized or 
voiceless,” Mrs. Richmond was the leader of a delegation of the Amnesty Association that met with 
Governor Richard J. Oglesby in 1887 to plead for the lives of the Haymarket anarchists.  Her words for 
mercy were “regarded as impressive by all who heard them,” leaving “the eyes of her auditors tear-
stained.”18  In 1893, she delivered a paper on spiritualism before the World’s Parliament of Religions, 
the same year she helped found the National Spiritualist Association in Chicago, being elected its first 
vice-president.19  Harrison D. Barrett, a fellow Spiritualist and the first president of the National 
Spiritualist Association, in his glowing biography of Richmond, declared that through her leadership of 
the First Spiritualist Church, “Chicago became the center…of…leaders in spirit life, so that a healing 
influence could radiate…to bless the nations of the earth with its power.  It has done so, and the effect 
of [her] Chicago work can never be fully estimated or appreciated.”20  An announcement for Sunday 
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church services in 1888 in the Tribune indicates a vibrant Spiritualist First Day activity throughout the 
city.  Several listings under “Spiritualist,” include notices for the Young People’s Progressive Society, the 
People’s Spiritual Society, the Spiritualists Central Union, the United Society of Spiritualists, the Chicago 
Association of Universal, Radical, Progressive Spiritualists and Mediums’ Society, along with lectures by 
Cora Richmond and a Dr. J. H. Warn.21   
Mrs. Richmond was consistently recognized by contemporaries as one of the foremost 
inspirational, spiritualist lecturers of the nineteenth century.  A letter writer to the Tribune signing his 
name Ernest emphatically declared “As a trance-speaker she has no equal, to my knowledge, in 
Christendom.”22  On most occasions during her public appearances, audience members would select a 
topic for her and she would then deliver impromptu poems and lectures dictated from a spirit guide 
while in a trance.  Her two most frequent guides were Adin Augustus Ballou, son of Hopedale 
community founder Adin Ballou, and a young Native American woman named Ouina.  She did, however, 
have skeptics regarding the genuineness of her performances, including John Curtis Bundy, editor of the 
Religio-Philosophical Journal.  Mrs. Richmond, like many other Spiritualists, had always made a habit of 
defending other Spiritualists, even those exposed by Bundy’s paper as practicing fraudulent 
mediumship.  Annoyed by her defense of any and all Spiritualists in the city, Bundy ceased publishing 
her work and openly criticized her.  She then drifted more to the offices of the Progressive Thinker, 
another Chicago spiritualist newspaper edited by J. R. Francis that began publishing in 1889.  It was here 
in the offices of the Progressive Thinker where, in small group meetings with fellow believers and like-
minded liberal intellectuals, she outlined theoretical aspects of Spiritualism which dealt on spiritual and 
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soul development, theorizing the “progressive stages of the soul’s fulfillment.”  These “soul teachings,” 
according to what is currently the best mini-biography available on Richmond, irritated scientific 
Spiritualists such as Bundy, but provided her followers which a much needed theological grounding that 
“charged their lives with meaning and made Spiritualism more acceptable by presenting it in the context 
of a historically grounded narrative of human progress.”23  In the fall of 1897 Mrs. Richmond, who had 
transformed the First Society of Spiritualists into the Church of the Soul, left Chicago to become pastor 
of a similar Spiritualist church in Washington, D.C.  She returned to Chicago several years later and died 
in her home in 1923.24 
John C. Bundy: Scientific Spiritualist, Editor, and Reformer  
The idea of planning for arrangements of a Psychical Science Congress originated with Colonel 
John Curtis Bundy (1841-1892), editor of the eight-page weekly Religio-Philosophical Journal [R-PJ], the 
leading voice in the United States for what was called ‘rational spiritualism’.  The Journal was founded n 
1865 by his father-in-law Stevens Sanborn Jones (1813-1877), who was murdered on March 15, 1877 by 
William C. Pike, a deranged phrenologist who entered the offices of the R-PJ and shot Jones twice in the 
head, killing him instantly.25  Upon the death of father-in-law, Bundy, who had been assistant editor, 
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became manager and senior editor of the journal and its publishing house.  Regarded as “the chief organ 
of Spiritualists devoted to modern Spiritualism and general reform” in the United States, the paper, by 
1875, boasted a circulation of 25,000 and counted among its supports some of the Chicago’s leading 
citizenry.  The R-PJ reflected the views of the “scientific and educated wing of Spiritualists,” and 
generously supported nearly “any scheme adapted to the amelioration of man.”26 
Bundy had enlisted in the army at the outbreak of the Civil War whereupon Gov. Richard Yates 
commissioned him Second Lieutenant of an Illinois cavalry company.  In 1862 he married Mary E. Jones 
of St. Charles and returned to duty as a staff officer under General S. R. Curtis, serving during the march 
through Arkansas.  During this campaign he was promoted to Lt. Colonel of the First Arkansas Infantry, 
becoming one of the youngest field officers in the Union Army.  In 1863, with his health failing, Bundy 
was discharged from service, receiving a commendation from Gov. Yates.  Three years later, he joined 
his father-in-law in Chicago at the offices of the Religio-Philosophical Journal.   He became a member of 
the London S.P.R. and in the final years of his life had developed a close working relationship with 
Richard Hodgson, Secretary of the American branch of the S.P.R, in investigating psychical and occult 
phenomena.  
By the early 1880s Bundy had acquired a national and even international reputation as a fierce 
advocate for bringing legal action against mediums and their managers whenever it could be 
determined they had engaged in fraudulent practices.  His practice was to summon them to his editorial 
office where he would confront them with evidence of fraud and attempt to persuade them to no 
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longer engage in such practices.  If they refused, he then pursued the matter in the courts.  Bundy’s 
efforts to prosecute mediums suspected of fraud, though not always successful, made him and his 
journal a credible voice for advocating psychical research in the United States and for proposing an 
international psychical science congress.  Indeed John C. Bundy remains one of the more overlooked and 
forgotten figures in the history of the development of psychical research in America.  His death in 
August 1892 prevented him from seeing to completion his plans for the Congress.  Bundy’s death was 
not unexpected, as he had been seriously ill for weeks.  When he returned from the National Editorial 
Convention held in San Francisco in May, where he had been sent as a delegate from the Chicago Press 
Club, he was far from well.  Two weeks later he suffered an attack of pleurisy and his condition steadily 
worsened, passing away in the company of his wife Mary and daughter Gertrude.  Considered “one of 
the clearest headed, coolest, and most intelligent men of his time,” his death was regarded as “a great 
loss to psychic research in America.”27   
As Sara A. Underwood, family friend and fellow Spiritualist wrote in the R-PJ where her husband 
B. F. [Benjamin Franklin] Underwood was assistant editor, arrangements for John Bundy’s funeral was 
carried out by Mrs. Bundy “in beautiful harmony with the higher spiritual philosophy in which they both 
fully believed.”  Spurning the traditional mourning rites as practiced in the nineteenth century, emblems 
such as “crape at the door,” were abandoned and instead “a beautiful spray of white flowers held 
together by knots of ribbon spoke of the departure of the soul to spheres of purer life and light.”  
Mourning, for spiritualists, was not generally expressed in terms of deep grief and sorrow but rather 
accepted and even celebrated as the “natural evolution of a soul in one of the phases of progress 
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toward higher planes of existence.”  Only a few close and personal friends, along with representatives of 
the leading newspapers and Press Club of Chicago attended the services at his home on the morning of 
August 8, 1892.28  B. F. Underwood delivered the address, prefacing it with a reading of a poem by the 
spiritualist Elizabeth Stewart Phelps entitled “Afterwards.”  Pallbearers were selected from the Chicago 
Press Club and close friends at the service included Lyman J. Gage, the Underwood’s, Mrs. H. S. Holden, 
and Mrs. Antoinette Van Hosen Wakeman, all of whom, along with Mary Bundy, expressed a strong 
interest in spiritualism and the occult and were to play major roles at the Psychical Science Congress.29   
 Considering his ongoing assaults on the fraudulent practices of materializing mediums, there 
was a belief in spiritualist circles that Bundy did not subscribe to spirit materializations although this has 
been contraindicated by Maud Lord-Drake, a well-known medium and favorite of Bundy’s.  Mrs. Lord-
Drake, in her 1904 book, Psychic Light, relates Col. Bundy describing what transpired at a private séance 
held at the mansion of Chicago theater owner and play manager James H. McVicker, a fellow spiritualist 
and psychical researcher.  Bundy describes how he witnessed the appearance of “a peculiar 
light…different in color from any phosphorescent light I ever saw.”  Suddenly, there appeared what to 
Bundy was the face of his young, deceased son “looking as natural as in life….The lips moved and I 
distinctly heard the words, ‘see me papa, see me papa’.”  The image lasted only briefly but Bundy was 
convinced the appearance and voice of his son was real.  Throughout his life, Col. Bundy remained a 
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staunch supporter of Mrs. Lord’s, firmly asserting her séance manifestations were genuine and 
recommending her to friends and associates.30  
Bangs Sisters: The “Softest Snap in this City” 
 Elizabeth S. (Lizzie) Bangs (1859-1922) and May Eunice Bangs (b. 1864), known as the Bangs 
sisters, enjoyed an extraordinary career from the early 1870s right up to the year of Lizzie’s death as 
mediums of materialization,  slate-writing, and automatic art—the latter in which, through departed 
spirits, they produced materialized portraits in full color.  During the 1880s the Bangs sisters were the 
best known practicing mediums in Chicago and in the spring of 1888 they created a sensation when a 
prominent photographer, Henry Jestram, went insane after numerous visits to their home séances and 
shortly afterwards found themselves arrested for fraud and deceptive practices.  The Bangs family 
arrived in Chicago in 1861 from Atchison Kansas where Edward Bangs, the girls’ father, was a tinsmith 
and stove repairman.  Their mother, Meroe Bangs, had been a medium herself and recruited the two 
girls into spiritualistic performance.31  By the early 1870s, the sisters could perform a variety of séance 
effects, as described in “An Evening with the Bangs Children” by Stevens S. Jones in the R-P J for August 
3, 1872.  In his account of the girls’ mediumistic skills, Jones described “the wonderful physical 
manifestations of departed spirits in the presence of the Bangs children” including the playing of musical 
instruments by spirit hands in a fully lighted room.  Jones further noted that a large number of Chicago 
residents had visited the home of “this wonderful family,” witnessing “spontaneous demonstrations” of 
spiritual manifestations “far more wonderful” than could be obtained through spirit circles.  Such were 
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the advantages, Jones declared, of having “the privilege of visiting Mediumistic persons in their own 
homes.”32  
 In late December 1887 a West Side spiritualist association took out a four-month lease for 
Sundays at the Princess Opera House at 500 W. Madison Street where they would feature various 
mediums for afternoon and evening public performances of spiritualist phenomena including slate-
writing and materializations.  The featured attraction for the first performance on Christmas Day was 
the Bangs sisters who provided slate-writing demonstrations and the Tribune reported that a large 
audience filled the Opera House that Sunday afternoon.  The same reporter attended next Wednesday 
evening’s materializing performance at the residence of the two sisters where the girls’ father greeted 
customers and the mother collected one dollar from each guest.  (Allowing for inflation admission to the 
séance in today’s dollars would be approx. $25.50.)  Although weather conditions had reduced outdoor 
traffic, the girls still took in thirteen dollars for this Wednesday night and the reporter estimated that 
the sisters were earning from $100 to $500 a week for their shows.  During that evening’s performance, 
more than a dozen spirit materializations emerged from the cabinet to delight and entertain the 
audience and Mrs. Bangs told the audience that May—the daughter inside the cabinet—was “the most 
powerful medium that ever lived” with spirits fighting over her for a chance to become materialized.  
When the show ended and the gas lights were turned up, the cabinet opened and May Bangs, wrote the 
Tribune reporter, “stepped out smiling and shook hands all around, professing to know nothing of what 
had transpired during her imprisonment in the cabinet.  Altogether, it was the shallowest and cheapest 
fake imaginable.  It seems there is absolutely no limit to human credulity.  The Bangs family has the 
softest snap in this city.”33   
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One of the many west-side Chicagoans who witnessed a Bangs Sisters performance in January 
1888 at the Princess Opera House, becoming in the process convinced of the truths of Spiritualism, was 
Henry Jestram, a wealthy and well-known German photographer living on the West Side.  Emigrating 
from Berlin to Chicago in 1882, Jestram and his wife opened a successful photography gallery that 
allowed him to make substantial real estate investments.  While in Berlin he attended a number of 
exhibitions given by mesmerists and became so interested in mesmerism that he soon claimed to have 
mastered the science, and proceeded to give his own exhibitions displaying his mesmeric skills.  Jestram 
then began regularly attending spiritualist performances at the sisters’ home at 22 ½ Walnut Street, 
“joining enthusiastically in all the spiritual manifestations.”  In February he asked to be placed in 
communication with August Spies, one the anarchists hanged for the Haymarket Square bombing, and 
the Bangs sisters granted his request.  The ‘spirit’ of August Spies promptly sent a note via slate-writing 
informing Jestram that he was safe and content in the afterlife.  This spirit message greatly affected 
Jestram, who exclaimed that he recognized Spies’ handwriting and that his spirit must now be with 
them.  Taking the slate home, he photographed it in his studio and distributed copies to his friends and 
associates.  Jestram then wrote a letter to the Arbeiter-Zeitung, the organ of the anarchists, in which he 
proclaimed spiritualism to be scientific truth and vouched for the authenticity of the Spies message.  The 
paper ridiculed his letter in a rejoinder and he replied in a similar strain.  By this time, Jestram and his 
wife were now hosting séances in their home, with both acting as mediums for an audience composed 
of neighbors and friends.  At these séances, Jestram displayed his mesmeric powers, promising to cure 
his friends of whatever ailed them.  Spiritualism now seemed to become an obsession and at a séance at 
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the home of the Bangs sisters in March, ‘George,’ his favorite whiskered spirit, told  him a fire would 
break out in a few days at one of his rental properties on the corner of Ashland Avenue and Thirteenth 
Street, and that a tenant would perish in the blaze.  Frantic and fearing a disaster, Jestram fled the 
mediums’ home and aroused his tenant, insisting that he must leave the building as a fire was imminent.  
The tenant, frightened by Jestram’s excited manner, was nonetheless relieved when no fire broke out.  
The next evening at the Bangs home, this same spirit told Jestram that his brother-in-law, a painter in 
Berlin, would fall from a scaffold that day and die.  When a cable to Berlin was answered stating his 
brother-in- law was fine, he became so agitated that he withdrew funds from his bank and disappeared 
from home.  His alarmed wife notified police that she believed he was bound for Germany and feared he 
was not in his right mind, as he was continually wandering about “in an aimless sort of way, drawing 
signs in the air and talking with ‘George.’”  He was found later that night in a meat market on S. Water 
Street, delirious and with no clothes, slate in hand conversing with the spirit he called ‘George.’  Police 
were called and he was sent to the Detention Hospital for the Insane.34  The Bangs Sisters-Jestram affair 
was Chicago’s own version of a similar spiritualist sensation underway at the same time in New York 
City, the notorious Marsh-Diss Debar spirit picture scandal.35  
The episode with Henry Jestram now hastened what John Bundy and a rival spiritualist of the 
two mediums hoped to accomplish, arresting and prosecuting the Bangs sisters for scamming money 
under false pretenses while running a show without a license.  A séance at their home, appropriately on 
April Fool’s Day in 1888, just one week after Jestram’s misfortune, provided a window of opportunity.  
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Two detectives and a West Side spiritualist, jealous of the sisters’ success, planted themselves in the 
front rows of an audience of about thirty paying customers.  With May Bangs inside the cabinet and 
Lizzie playing the hand organ, spirit faces soon appeared from the cabinet as audience members 
proceeded to identify them as departed relatives.  Suddenly, the rival spiritualist, D. F. Trefry of 
Englewood, rushed the cabinet, announcing “Sweet spirit, we have a warrant,” and called for assistance 
from the detectives who promptly opened the cabinet, grabbing May Bangs, costumed as a departed 
spirit.  When Lizzie attempted to free her sister and sympathetic members of the audience tried to 
rescue the mediums, the detectives drew their revolvers, holding them at bay.  In the meantime, a roll 
of gauze or batting, used to make wigs and beards inside the cabinet, had fallen to the floor and the 
sisters’ mother picked it up and ran.  A detective pursued her and found her hiding behind a curtain.  
Detectives also discovered a satchel filled with three sets of whiskers of different colors, five wigs, 
mustaches and similar paraphernalia of the variety used by actors.  They also found that the cabinet 
contained two compartments with a side entrance that allowed the medium behind the curtain to 
change costumes.36  The two sisters, along with the cabinet and satchel full of wigs were carted to the 
Des Plaines Street police station before a crowd of about 150 delighted people gathered on the 
sidewalk, happy to be rid of their spiritualist neighbors.37   
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The tale of the Bangs sisters and their tribulations in the spring of 1888 is largely a story of a war 
within spiritualism itself as the raid on their residence was prompted primarily by a rival spiritualist, 
jealous of their success, and John Bundy, who was determined to rid spiritualism of its tainted elements.  
Col. Bundy, in the R-P J, could hardly contain his satisfaction in the apprehension of the sisters.  
Observing that on Sunday, April 1, while several spiritualist societies celebrated the fortieth anniversary 
of the birth of modern spiritualism (the Fox sisters first manifestations of spirit rappings occurred on 
March 31, 1848) with “the ringing of church bells and organs pealing forth joyful anthems and trained 
voices filling the air with triumphant strains in commemoration of the resurrection of Jesus,” the Bangs 
women, Bundy angrily complained, “were busily engaged in the cold-blooded, damnable, unutterably 
vile business of running a bogus materialization show.  With a music box making noise enough to drown 
all other sounds and Mrs. Bangs ever on alert with her cracked voice to fill up any hiatus of the machine 
music, the daughters went through the sickening swindle with all the coolness of well-trained 
performers.”38 
 In an interview with the Chicago Herald Bundy related his long experience with the Bangs 
sisters, first witnessing a performance at their home at the behest of Lizzie’s husband.  After sitting in on 
several séances, performed in total darkness, the R-P J editor went away unconvinced and concluded 
there was no scientific value in continuing his investigations as it could not be determined whether the 
two sisters, or spirits, were producing the materializations.  But around 1887 the Bangs sisters began to 
receive considerable public attention for their materialization séances, even procuring a new novelty 
cabinet seized during the April 1888 raid that had been a gift to them from Stephen Martin, of Case & 
Martin pie bakers, a fellow Spiritualist who appreciated what he had experienced at their séances.  The 
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sisters’ increasing prominence, credited by the St. Louis Post-Dispatch with conducting “the leading 
spiritualistic establishment in Chicago,” prompted Bundy to once again reach out to the family, asking if 
they would sit for a series of experimental séances with only a company of mostly Spiritualists and no 
one who would be objectionable to them .  After conducting six séances with the sisters, Bundy 
determined that the spiritual manifestations were simply the result of trickery and deception.  Bundy 
and the other members of the circle then laid out before the mother and sisters the unbecoming 
manner in which they were conducting themselves and urged them to change their ways before it was 
too late.  Believing that nothing but public exposure, including a stint in jail, would bring the thing to an 
end, Bundy told the mother and daughters that warrants were out for their arrest, and that detection 
and disgrace were the fates awaiting them if they persisted in their deplorable practices.  Bundy blamed 
the mother for her steadfast refusal to abandon “this damnable conspiracy to coin money out of the 
longings of broken hearts, and sorrowing souls in search of that knowledge which is more precious than 
life.”39 
 Tragedy did not escape Lizzie Bangs in the wake of her arrest.  Her seven-year-old daughter 
Maude died from diphtheria two weeks after the police raid on her home.  At the little girl’s funeral, 
officiated by Mrs. Cora L. V. Richmond, Lizzie Bangs bitterly blamed her unjust incarceration for her 
daughter’s death.  Citing the cold, damp conditions at the Des Plaines Street Jail, Lizzie transmitted the 
severe cold she caught to her daughter, who died in less than a week after becoming ill.  Two months 
later, the sisters wrote to the editor of the Tribune, denouncing those responsible for their arrest and 
humiliation, noting with much satisfaction that a Cook County grand jury had failed to indict them on 
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the charges of running a business without a license and defrauding the public.  The last word on this 
affair, at least, belonged to the Bangs sisters.  Their careers as spiritualist mediums continued and 
controversy followed them as they evolved their spiritualistic practices.40 
 The Bangs sisters, while disgusting ‘scientific and cultured’ spiritualists such as Bundy, were 
nonetheless an important element of late-nineteenth century spiritualism, performing cultural work 
that historians are increasingly recognizing as crucial in modern society.  As Daniel Herman has 
explained, mediums “offered their patrons a valuable social product by tying together religion with 
entertainment and therapy,” serving as a type of proto-psychotherapy that provided mental 
therapeutics to those dealing with the loss of loved ones.  Historians and critics unable to see past the 
fraud and trickery, according to Herman, miss the social services spiritualism provided and the space it 
carved out for itself as a variety of early cultural modernism.  Even the fraud and trickery were a central 
part of the appeal that nineteenth-century Americans found in spiritualism.  The public thronged to the 
exhibitions of P. T. Barnum and other showmen, as James Cook has shown, knowing full well there was 
deception behind the show but was thrilled by the performance nonetheless, even enjoying trying to 
discover the methods behind the trickery.  The blending of religion, popular science, therapeutics, and 
entertainment situated spiritualism in the cultural milieu of modernity and provided services more 
appealing than those of mainstream Protestantism.  Through spectacles of spirit materializations, 
mediumship depicted a form of theatre not unlike what transpired on stage and came to resemble a 
species of the acting profession.41  If Bundy and other scientific spiritualists missed the playfulness 
through focusing on the fraud, contemporary historians with a different perspective now argue that 
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attending a Spiritualist séance, such as those provided at the home of the Bangs sisters, was regarded by 
participants who attended as a social activity on a par with going to a magic show.  Indeed, if 
spiritualism is a medium of an entertainment genre shared with the theatre, stage magic, cinema, and 
vaudeville, historians can mine neighboring fields such as film and media studies, drawing on 
performance, entertainment, and stardom theory to underscore their historical analysis of nineteenth 
century Spiritualism.42  Spiritualist mediumship, whether of the Cora Richmond or Bangs sisters variety, 
can thus be regarded as a particular type of nineteenth-century profession, open to women with 
performance and entertainment skills, which offered an early type of grief counseling and spiritual 
comfort. 
Theosophy Arrives in Chicago 
Modern Theosophy, a mixture of mesmerism, Spiritualism, Buddhism, pantheism, and ancient 
esoteric beliefs, emerged through the organizational efforts of a Russian émigré Helena Petrovna 
Blavatsky (1831-1891) and her American counterpart Henry Steele Olcott (1832-1907).  It proclaimed to 
establish a brotherhood of mankind, to promote the study of comparative religion, and to explore and 
develop latent human occult powers.  Described in the newspapers as “one of the most subtle and 
elusive forms of religion ever communicated to man,” theosophy sought, according to William Quan 
Judge (1851-1896) head of the American Section of the Theosophical Society (T.S.), “knowledge of the 
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laws which govern the evolution of the physical, astral, psychical, and intellectual constituents of nature 
and man.”  It was simultaneously, Judge declared, a “scientific religion and a religious science.”43     
Theosophy, according to Maria Carlson was “the most intellectually important of the fashionable occult 
trends of the late nineteenth century.”  Its incorporation of diverse, ancient occult systems and modern 
proclamations created an active, eclectic, and scientific religion “based on absolute knowledge of things 
spiritual rather than on faith.”44   
 The Theosophical Society (T.S.) was established in New York City in 1875 with Olcott becoming 
president, Blavatsky corresponding secretary, George Henry Felt and Seth Pancoast vice presidents, and 
William Q. Judge general counsel.  But Blavatsky, or HPB as she preferred to be called, was always the 
driving force behind Theosophy.  In 1879 she and Olcott moved their headquarters to Bombay and then 
in 1882 to Adyar, Madras.  Theosophy, as did much of late-nineteenth century occultism, developed out 
of the mid-century vogue for Spiritualism; indeed Blavatsky and Olcott first met in 1874 on a farm in 
Vermont to investigate spiritualistic occurrences.  But HPB soon distinguished Theosophy from 
Spiritualism as a synthesis of old and new occultism with an emphasis on teachings from the East.  
Particularly through two seminal works, Isis Unveiled (1877) and The Secret Doctrine (1888), did 
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Blavatsky bring into the American lexicon notions of karma, reincarnation, Masters, Adepts, and 
Mahatmas.  These Masters or Mahatmas, highly developed in their spiritual evolution and dwelling in 
the mountainous regions of Tibet, guided the human race in its development of inner spiritual growth, 
with Blavatsky and other leaders of the Theosophical Society keeping in touch with them through both 
occult and ordinary means.  Theosophy attracted large numbers of men, and particularly women, from 
the educated classes, giving Theosophy an aura of respectability which increased its drawing power.45 
 On May 13, 1884, Elliot B. Page of St. Louis and president of the American Board of Control of 
the Theosophical Society issued a provisional charter to four Chicagoans—Stanley B. Sexton, Dr. William 
P. Phelon, his wife, Mira M. Phelon, and Jacob Bonggren—to form a branch to be known as the “Chicago 
Theosophical Society.”  The following year, on November 27, 1885, Page initiated these four individuals 
and formally recognized the new Chicago branch with Sexton as president as Mira Phelon as 
corresponding secretary.46  Stanley Sexton had become a Fellow in the Theosophical Society in 1879 and 
Jacob Bonggren (1854-1940) had followed suit in 1882 after arriving in Chicago and assuming editorship 
of the weekly newspaper, the Swedish American.  Other early notables initiated into this branch 
included William H. Hoisington (1813-1899), a Unitarian minister known as the “blind lecturer” on 
Egyptian religion, and his wife Lauretta H. (Cutter) Hoisington (1826-1915), a former Union Army nurse 
and avid student of mystical religion.  Both had been active abolitionists in the antebellum period with 
Mrs. Hoisington being well acquainted with John Brown and his family, having grown to adulthood in 
                                                          
45
 James A. Santucci, “Theosophy and Theosophical Societies: An Overview,”35-49, in The Encyclopedic Sourcebook 
of New Age Religions ed. James R. Lewis (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2004); Robert S. Ellwood, “Theosophy,” 
315-324, in America’s Alternative Religions ed. Timothy Miller (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995); 
Carl T. Jackson, The Oriental Religions and American Thought: Nineteenth Century Explorations  (Westport, CN.: 
Greenwood Press, 1981), 156-177; Stephen Prothero, “From Spiritualism to Theosophy: ‘Uplifting’ a Democratic 
Tradition,” Religion and American Culture 3 (Summer 1993): 197-216; Gauri Viswanthan, “The Ordinary Business of 
Occultism,” Critical Inquiry 1 (Autumn 2000): 1-20 and Thomas A. Tweed, “American Occultism and Japanese 
Buddhism: Albert J. Edmonds, D. T. Suzuki, and Translocative History,” Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 32 
(2005): 249-281. 
 
46
 “American Board of Control. The Chicago Theosophical Society,” Supplement to The Theosophist 6 (February 
1885): 4. 
 
75 
 
Wayne Township of Ashtabula County, Ohio.  Both she and her husband became members of the T. S. 
shortly after it was organized in New York and became affiliated with the Chicago branch after the 
granting of the provisional charter in 1884.47 
Dr. and Mrs. Phelon were well known in Chicago and enjoyed something of a national 
reputation, being owners and operators of The Hermetic Publishing Co. at 629 Fulton Street.  They were 
also editors of the monthly occult journal, The Hermetist, a 10 cent, twelve page monthly magazine 
teaching ancient wisdoms and occult laws of nature, with ‘Get Understanding’ as its motto.  In 1875 the 
couple founded the Occult and Mystical Order of the Hermetic Brotherhood of Atlantis, Luxor and 
Elephanta, for the study of occult literature.  This order maintained a close affiliation with the T. S. and 
at its peak claimed nearly 1,000 members scattered throughout the country.  The Hermetic Brotherhood 
was founded on the belief that the wisdom of sages from the ‘lost continent of Atlantis’ was held by a 
body of men and women known as the “Ancient Atlantian Brotherhood,” with its members being the 
true successors of the ancient Atlantians, and  Dr.  Phelon believed that he was a reincarnation of one of 
the teachers of the lost continent.  By the late 1880s both husband and wife had published monographs 
on metaphysical healing and occult science, including Physics and Metaphysics: Their Relations to Each 
Other (1888), and Three Sevens, A Story of Ancient Initiations (1889).  When Mira Phelon, who was a 
member of the Woman’s Press Club, died in 1896, the Rev. H. W. Thomas, a member of the Western 
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Psychical Research, an organizer of the Psychical Science Congress, and a recognized leader of liberal 
Protestantism in Chicago, officiated at her funeral.48 
By 1886, Chicago had two branches of the Theosophical Society.  The original branch still listed 
Stanley B. Sexton as president; Annie G. Ordway, who later gained prominence within the Koreshan 
Unity movement of Cyrus Teed as vice-president; Ursula N. Gestefeld, the well-known teacher of 
Christian Science and New Thought as recording secretary;  Mrs. M. L. Brainard, another follower of 
Cyrus Teed as corresponding secretary; and the dynamic Mrs. Antoinette Van Hosen Wakeman, 
journalist and newspaper woman who would later serve on the Woman’s General Committee for a 
Psychical Science Congress, as treasurer and librarian.  In the meantime the Phelons had split off and 
formed the Ramayana Branch, T. S. of Chicago.49  The prominence of women in leadership roles in 
Chicago’ theosophical circles represented trends throughout the movement nationwide.  The Tribune 
pointed out that the minds of women possessed “a superior faculty for recondite or subtle speculation 
and for the perception of mystic truth” and that “a large number of women in the City of Chicago have 
for some time been engaged in the study of Buddhism, that Oriental religion which counts as its 
adherents more than a third of the whole human race.”50  By 1888, the Tribune reported that while it 
might surprise people “that Chicago finds time to devote to such an abstruse subject as this, Theosophy 
is the fashion in Chicago at the present time, and it can truthfully be said that the occult mysticism of the 
Orientals is steadily gaining ground here.” The paper indicated that a number of prominent merchants, 
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land speculators, and lawyers throughout the city were “studying to become theosophists,” only “they 
prefer to keep their connection with the brotherhood a secret.” The reason for their secrecy “can be 
readily understood how much of an advantage a speculator would have if he could stand up in front of a 
competitor and read his thoughts….Theosophy would take like wildfire on the Board of Trade.”51   
 In April 1888, the same month the Bangs sisters were grabbing headlines in Chicago with their 
spiritualistic shenanigans, the city hosted the annual Theosophical Convention for two days at the 
Sherman House.  In its coverage of the convention held from April 22-23, the New York Herald reported 
that nationwide there were over twenty branches of the Theosophical Society with two each in Chicago, 
St. Louis, New York, and Philadelphia.  Calling the convention “a very peculiar gathering,” the Herald 
stated that there were a number of private sessions that were password protected.  The most 
prominent American Theosophist present was Professor Elliott Coues, the nation’s foremost 
ornithologist, who chaired the convention.  There were a total of about ninety Theosophists in 
attendance, with sixty of those being residents of Chicago, about one-half of the total number estimated 
in Chicago to belong to the T. S.  Throughout the United States there were an estimated six hundred 
enrolled members with thousands more secretly affiliated.  One reception given for the delegates was 
held at the home of Col. and Mrs. John C. Bundy at 557 North State Street, demonstrating the close 
relationship between the leading Spiritualists and Theosophists of the city.52  
Theosophists were always eager to state their principles through the printed word.  In a widely 
reprinted article that originally appeared in the Chicago Times, Mrs. Antoinette Wakeman of the Chicago 
branch of the T. S. stated that theosophists welcomed newcomers “to enter and drink at the fountain of 
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truth.”  Viewing this ‘wisdom religion as “the broadest altruism—a veritable brotherhood of humanity, 
whose only path to “Nirvana” lies through the utter abnegation of self,” she further explained that in the 
attainment of Nirvana, “purity of thought, purity of word, and purity of deeds are the essentials.”  Mrs. 
Wakeman noted that since occultists believed “in the broadest sense that knowledge is power,” their 
primary task was to study “the hidden mysteries of nature and the psychic powers latent in man.” To do 
so properly, she claimed, students must “attain mastery over the forces of so-called inanimate nature 
[and] bring his own carnal nature under the subjection of the will.”53   The Kansas City Star, in remarking 
on the closing of the 1888 Theosophical convention in Chicago, wondered “just what these people 
believe is not easy to define from their own exposition…..This religion would seem to be better adapted 
to the abstract intellects of India than to the practical minds in the United States.”  Theosophy however, 
continued to attract even more devotees and in just one year alone, from 1887 to 1888, the number of 
“Madame Blavatsky’s deluded worshipers” had more than doubled.54    
From Chicago to Washington: The Astral Projection of Elliott Coues 
One of the earliest stories told in the papers of theosophy and astral projection in Chicago was 
in regard to the conversion experience of Stanley B. Sexton, one of the city’s founding members, 
following a foreign trip undertaken in 1879.  During his stay in Tibet, the land of Blavatsky’s mysterious 
Mahatmas, Sexton became intrigued by astral travel and in a meeting with a learned Brahmin teacher 
inquired whether proof could be provided that human doubles or even objects could travel through the 
etheric astral fluid.  The Brahmin asked if there was anything he wanted and Sexton replied he desired a 
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package of letters which was in a box at his house in Chicago, thousands of miles away.  A few moments 
later, the Brahmin, through some mysterious astral process, handed him the letters, and when he later 
returned to Chicago and opened his desk drawer, the package was not there.  The story was well known 
in Chicago’s theosophical circles and was generally believed to be true.  When a reporter for the New 
York Herald asked a “leading Theosophist” who travelled to Chicago to attend the April 1888 convention 
if there were Theosophists in Chicago who could project their astral body, the individual replied, 
“Perhaps Stanley Sexton, the president, teacher [and] elder of the North Side Society.”  When asked 
about the mysterious astral travel of the package of letters from Chicago to Tibet, this ‘leading 
Theosophist’ answered, “I have no doubt of the truth of the statement made, as it was credited to Mr. 
Sexton himself”.55  Occult notions such as astral travel were central to the tenets of the Theosophical 
Society. 
An even more widely told story of astral travel by an ethereal double pertained to Elliott Coues 
(1842-1899), who had presided over the Theosophical Convention in Chicago.  Coues had first met 
Blavatsky and other leaders of the T.S. while on an 1884 trip to England, and became, upon his return to 
the United States, founder and president of the Gnostical Theosophical Society of Washington, D.C., and 
later served as President of the American Board of Control.  During the years between 1884 and 1889, 
his active years with Theosophy, and right up to his nasty public rift with the movement’s leadership 
which resulted in his expulsion during the summer of 1889, Elliot Coues was probably the most 
prominent public Theosophist in the United States.  With the abolishing of the Board of Control in 1886 
and the creation of American Section of the Theosophical Society with William Q. Judge named as 
General Secretary, Coues pressed Blavatsky to use her influence to make him president.  Blavatsky 
ignored these repeated requests and Coues, believing he would never secure the office, launched in 
1889 a series of attacks against Blavatsky and the T.S. in the Religio-Philosophical Journal, a move which 
                                                          
55
 “Higher Life. Theosophy Spreading the Virus of Virtue in Wicked Chicago.” New York Herald, April 29, 1888, 11. 
 
80 
 
led to his expulsion from the Society.56  When William Emmette Coleman (1843-1909) indiscreetly 
related to Coues a scurrilous story he had heard from the spiritualist medium D. D. Home about 
Blavatsky and her out of wedlock deformed child, Coues included it in a denouncement of Blavatsky and 
Theosophy that appeared in the New York Sun on July 20, 1890.  Blavatsky then brought suit against 
Coues and the Sun which was only terminated upon her death on May 8, 1891.  One year later the Sun 
published a favorable sketch of her life written by Judge and in an editorial on September 26, 1892, 
retracted the Coues article, stating it had been misled.57 
 Frequently visiting Chicago, Coues would often attend to theosophical matters and as previously 
noted, presided over the National Convention of Theosophists held in Chicago in April 22-23, 1888. 
According to statements made during an interview with the Chicago Tribune, Coues claimed to have on 
numerous occasions, projected his astral form from one location to another.  Because of his public 
prominence as one of America’s best known scientists, the story of Coues’ astral flight from Chicago to 
Washington on June 23, 1887 received considerable notice.  Attending a reception on his behalf hosted 
by his sister, Mrs. Lucy Flower, herself a prominent civic reformer and wife of a leading Chicago 
attorney, James M. Flower, Coues in the account provided to newspapers, projected his astral body to 
the home of an “an accomplished lady in Washington, who possesses great psychic power.”  This 
“accomplished lady” claimed later to have conversed with the astral figure, recognizing it as Professor 
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Coues, who informed her on what was transpiring in Chicago at that very moment, even providing her 
with a couple of names of persons then at the home of his sister.  According to Coues, this Washington 
lady later told him that he had paid her three astral visits over the last six months and that in the most 
recent visitation of his astral double from Chicago, she asked for the names two persons present with 
Coues as proof that his physical body was, in that moment, at the Chicago reception.  Following their 
brief conversation, the astral figure disappeared and the Washington lady immediately wrote down the 
time as Coues’ double had requested, in order to accurately report the episode to him at a future date.58  
Theosophists and other occultists accepted the story as a matter of course, but sceptics hooted at it, 
doubting Coues’ veracity and questioning his judgment.59  Still, Coues had his defenders.  One 
distinguished Bostonian, Josiah Phillips Quincy, lawyer, poet, and descendent of one of the leading 
families of that city, questioned the logic of those scientists and others who would automatically 
discredit Coues’ astral travel claims.  Quincy reasoned that if such critics rejected the psychical claims of 
a leading occultist such as Henry Steele Olcott, simply because he lacked the credentials of “a specialist 
in natural science,” then what should be done with the “testimony of the eminent professor of anatomy 
and biology?  Is it not a little awkward… to bow to the authority of Dr. Elliott Coues upon the flight and 
migration of birds, and then to reject the narrative of is own flight and migration in gasiform duplicate of 
his physical body from the house of Mrs. Flower in Chicago to that of an accomplished lady in 
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Washington?”60  Such was the controversy that surrounded the subject of astral travel whenever the 
subject of Coues’ Chicago to Washington flight arose in public discussion. 
 Coues himself did not shy away from discussing the episode and even described the process by 
which astral projection occurred.  Through a process of “self-mesmerization,” Coues placed himself in a 
“state commonly called clairvoyance” in which the astral body of another person “would then be as 
plain to my psychic senses as his natural body would be to my natural senses.”  Coues insisted that it 
took a great deal of time and self-training to conduct experiments of this sort in psychic science and 
although “I am a very busy man with my ordinary scientific avocations; I have several times 
accomplished this result.”  When the subject of his astral visit in Washington came up in one interview, 
with the reporter commenting “This almost transcends the bounds of credibility,” Coues stated simply, 
“it is nevertheless strictly true.”61  Coues insisted that the success of those occultists who had mastered 
the teachings of theosophy and who had demonstrated their ability to project their astral selves had 
become “so well established that it was no longer a question for discussion.”  Furthermore, he 
announced, that with the current “revolution of public sentiment now going on upon this subject,” that 
he was prepared to make a prediction that within one year’s time “there will be a perfect mad rush of 
people to the front seeking to claim the originating of this doctrine [of astral travel].  I know that it is not 
now considered a sound or reasonable doctrine, and that people who believe in it are generally 
regarded as cranks.  But you will see within the time I have mentioned an entire change in public opinion 
upon this subject.”  The reporter taking this all in concluded that Elliott Coues “represents one of the 
most peculiar types of eccentric thinkers in Washington.  His scientific position has given to him a 
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notoriety which would not have been created if he had been a plain ordinary man laboring under an 
ordinary delusion.”62  
From Mesmerism to Hypnotism: Fluid Boundaries and Continued Controversy 
The Mesmeric Shows of ‘Dr.’ Townsend 
One of the central features of the new psychic culture of the 1880s was the resurgence of 
popular and scientific hypnotism, rejuvenated versions of mesmerism supposedly diverged of the notion 
of a magnetic force emanating from the magnetizer and which instead located the source of the 
hypnotic trance as a condition generated by the subject.  The new hypnotism emphasized an enhanced 
suggestibility fostered by the monotonous repetitions of the hypnotist, and investigators and physicians 
drawn to hypnotism sought to secure it squarely within the new psychology.  But as Hilary Grimes has 
recently indicated, large elements within both public and scientific worlds never quite grasped the 
difference between mesmerism and hypnotism, and how, whether in texts, manuals, or actual practice 
“uncannily close these discourses were, which blurred into one another and made each other 
indistinct.”  She further notes that at the close of the nineteenth century the “vocabulary and goals” 
found in handbooks of the two mental sciences could not be distinguished and argues that writers on 
hypnotism, like those of mesmerism, were unable to completely separate their science from the occult.  
Such overt relations with occultism, along with “the dubious reputation” which the practices of both 
mesmerism and hypnotism held with the public at large, limited the prospects that proponents for 
hypnotism sought, i.e., full scientific acceptance and a recognized status as an important therapeutic 
resource within medicine and even as a tool for social reform.63  Such was the case in Chicago with the 
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mesmeric performances of Dr. W. H. Townsend, a travelling mesmerist and showman, and the hypnotic 
demonstrations of Dr. Charles G. Davis before the Chicago Medical Society in the spring of 1885.  
Hypnotism, as portrayed before physicians in Chicago, seemed as fully clothed in charlatanism as did the 
mesmerism performances at the opera houses, and appeared to be just another variety of disreputable, 
occult showmanship. 
The first notices of Dr. Townsend giving mesmeric performances in the city were taken by the 
Chicago Tribune as early as 1882.  Townsend was on the circuit throughout the Midwest touting himself 
as a “Psychologist and Mesmerist.” In one performance given at Hershey Music Hall64 Townsend spoke 
of the practical benefits to be derived from ‘psychology’; for example, he claimed that mining companies 
were employing  mesmerized subjects to help locate underground mineral deposits, a technique, he 
informed his audience, which would no doubt prove extremely useful to the companies.  Townsend 
even provided proof that mines were discoverable by individuals under mesmeric influence and related 
an account of the discovery of a copper mine in the province of Quebec by the wife of a mining 
engineer.  As Townsend told the story, the woman, while riding in a stage coach suddenly exclaimed 
that there were rich veins of copper in the ground right below them that mining companies could 
exploit. Her remarks provoked a great deal of laughter in the coach but one individual not so skeptical 
felt moved enough to have his company begin digging and found the copper just as she had said.65  
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Townsend closed his lecture with a further plea for the exploitation of mesmerism and related 
psychological studies, declaring “there is much in premonitions, dreams, and the like, that would well 
repay investigation.”66   
 In February 1885 the Tribune reported on Townshend’s performances of mesmerism being 
given at Grenier’s Garden on the West Side, noting that they had created a “good deal of interest, 
especially among a number of physicians who were interested in the performances from a professional 
standpoint.”  There were perhaps a half-dozen physicians in the audience hoping to discover “something 
in the strange power that might be employed in surgical or other operations.”  Some of the physicians 
attended four or five performances a week, witnessing a variety of “marvelous things.”67  Particularly of 
interest to these doctors were the so-called ‘horses’ in Townsend’s employ, young men paid to 
withstand tests of hypnotic trance by undergoing tests to demonstrate insensitivity to pain.  These 
‘horses’ could prove unpredictable and at a following performance one of them, after Townsend 
reportedly withheld his pay, rushed the stage shouting the whole thing was fraud and a sham.68  Still, 
several physicians, intrigued by Townsend’s demonstrations, gathered the following evening at the 
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offices of Dr. John B. Armstrong on West Madison Street to discover for themselves if there was any 
value in the mesmeric condition that could be of use in medical diagnosis or treatment.69   
 When publicly accused of using paid accomplices as dupes to purportedly illustrate his mesmeric 
feats, Dr. Townsend responded to critics in a letter to the editor of the Tribune on March 1, 1885, 
denying the use of ‘horses’ and decrying the “so-called ‘searchers for truth’ on the West Side” who 
sought to discredit him, offering $100 “to any respectable citizen of Chicago who will bear the same 
tests in his normal state [e.g.., needles in the flesh, etc.] as he had been subjecting to the young men 
while in a mesmerized state.70  Two days later, in a similar letter to the editor, Judge C. G. Foster (1837-
1899), who had attended Townsend’s lectures and performances on several evenings during his 
February tour, chided the city’s papers for having “given no truthful reports of the experiments of Dr. 
Townsend, or half done him justice.”  Noting that the audiences in attendance had included “many of 
the most intelligent people of the city, including physicians, editors, reporters, clergymen, lawyers, and 
shrewd business-men,” a number of whom Judge Foster knew, and all of them with whom he had 
conversed with stipulated that the tests of Dr. Townsend had been “fairly and squarely made…closely 
scrutinized at every point” with no fraud or trickery being detected.  Scolding those West Side physicians 
choosing to dismiss mesmerism as useless, he pointed to other physicians in the city who had studied in 
Europe and had returned home convinced that mesmerism had value in surgical practice, naming Edwin 
J. Kuh in particular as one of those Chicago physicians.71 
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Hypnotism and the Chicago Medical Society 
Just two weeks after the commotion over Dr. Townsend’s mesmeric shows subsided, the 
Tribune on March 17 reported on the further “prominence given to the phenomena commonly called 
mesmerism” which was brought up at a Chicago Medical Society meeting held at the Grand Pacific 
Hotel.  The lecture and demonstration of medical hypnotism given by Dr. Charles Gilbert Davis (1849-
1928), in the eyes of a number of physicians present, could hardly be distinguished from that of 
Professor Townsend’s mesmeric shows, demonstrating the near identical discursive formations around 
mesmerism and hypnotism during the mid-1880s.  After reading his paper on hypnotism, Dr. Davis 
demonstrated its powers by conducting experiments on three subjects who, “under the strange 
influence obeyed every command of the doctor.”  One subject “imagined himself an organ-grinder,” 
while another young man “played monkey and gathered the pennies.”  The third subject invited all 
present for to go to the downstairs bar for drinks—money was no object to him as his name was 
Vanderbilt.  One of the three lads was then hypnotized and told to open his eyes and gaze upon the 
ghost of George Washington, and according to the Tribune reporter who witnessed the performance, 
the “expression and cries of terror were so realistic that if he was feigning, his place is on the boards 
among the tragedians.  He cowered and quaked in a corner in a most pitiful way.”  Following the 
conclusion of these demonstrations, a heated discussion ensued in which some sharp words passed 
between Dr. William E. Clarke (1819-1898) and Dr. Davis.  After speaking sarcastically of what he had 
just witnessed, Dr. Clarke declared the exhibition worthless and a complete humbug.72   
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About three weeks later, on April 6, 1885, at a subsequent meeting of the Chicago Medical 
Society, Dr. Clarke placed a motion before the membership that the demonstration of hypnotism by Dr. 
Davis be stricken from the records.  In explaining the rationale for this move, Clarke declared the 
performance before the society at the recent March meeting had to be ranked as the “most audacious 
act of charlatanism ever practiced outside of a dime museum.”  During his long connection with the 
society Dr. Clarke said he had never witnessed such quackery.  After a long discussion, with supporters 
of Dr. Davis making a plea on his behalf, a vote was taken for censure which resulted in a tie—fifteen 
physicians voting for and fifteen against the measure.  On the second ballot seventeen physicians voted 
for striking it out and thirteen voted against, and Dr. Davis’s demonstration of the powers of hypnosis 
was accordingly stricken from the list of subjects presented before the Chicago Medical Society.73 
On April 13 Dr. Davis published a rejoinder to the actions initiated by Dr. Clarke, complaining 
that the steps taken by the medical society was the result of efforts undertaken by “my enemies, whose 
triumph was secured in my absence and without my notification.”  In this letter to the editor of the 
Tribune, Davis provided sworn affidavits from the “so-called hired assistants” or ‘horses’ in which they 
stipulated that there had been no collusion between them and him.  Quite stung by the fact the society 
had removed his demonstration from their records, he complained that those in the profession who 
knew him endorsed his sincerity and honesty and for “those who do not know me I would ask what 
could possibly be the motive of a medical man in attempting the silly exposition of a time-worn 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
who enjoyed “one of the largest and most lucrative practices” in Chicago, was also a member of the Western 
Society for Psychical Research and delivered a paper on hypnotism at the 1893 Psychical Science Congress. [No 
Title], Milwaukee Journal, September 1, 1892, 2; “Editorial Review,” Dental and Surgical Microcosm 3 (July 1893), 
214; and “Dr. C. G. Davis in Fore Ranks of Medical Field.” Wilmette Life, November 16, 1928, 41. 
 
73
 “Doctors Disagreeing.” Baltimore Sun, April 8, 1885, 1. 
 
89 
 
deception, placing professional reputation at jeopardy in the hands of persons who for a few dollars 
could be hired to enact lies?”74 
 On April 21 the Tribune described what was a “well-attended meeting” of the Chicago Medical 
Society the previous evening at the Grand Pacific Hotel in which there was to be clarification of the 
action taken by the Society in regard to Dr. Davis’s demonstrations at the previous meeting.  Dr. Clarke 
wanted it fully understood that he had meant only to have the performances accompanying the paper 
expunged from the records.  Regarding the paper itself, he said, there were many parts of it quite “well-
written because they were taken bodily from the Cyclopedia Britannica.”  Clarke was indignant that the 
society had been imposed upon in this manner and presented an affidavit of his own from one of the 
‘horses’ in which the young man stated he had been an accomplice working for Dr. Townsend at his 
mesmeric shows back in March.  For his “stellar performance as an organ-grinder and for splendidly 
seeing the ghost of General Washington,” the young man confessed he had been paid five dollars by the 
brother of Dr. Davis.  It was only seeing the predicament that Dr. Davis was in that he had signed an 
affidavit swearing there had been no collusion between them in their activities before the medical 
society.  He re-affirmed his belief that Dr. Davis had been sincere in bringing him and his associates 
before the society as valid illustrations of hypnotic influence.75  
 Davis, like Townsend before him, had his defenders.  J. E. Woodhead, editor of the pioneering 
Chicago journal on occultism and mental science, Mind in Nature, rejected the decision taken by the 
Chicago Medical Society as uninformed and unfair.  “Had this action been taken one hundred years ago” 
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Woodhead indicated, “it would not have been surprising, but that a Chicago Medical Society should shut 
their eyes and ears to facts, and then declare there are no facts to be seen or heard, causes surprise in 
our progressive, wide-awake Western Metropolis.”76  The whole affair attracted some national interest 
as shown in a short notice entitled “Hypnotic Chicago,” which appeared in the Medical and Surgical 
Reporter on May 16, 1885.  Poking fun at all involved, the periodical mused that such antics appeared 
“to be quite an avocation in Chicago, a city which is nothing if not progressive.  The result of it is that 
there is not a man left in Chicago who has faith in any variety of ‘ism whatever.”  Furthermore “The 
whole matter” concluded the Philadelphia Medical Times, could not possibly “impress favorably the 
profession of this [or any other] city.”77 
 It was this highly charged atmosphere of spiritualism, theosophy, and hypnotism in Chicago that 
spurred the formation of the Western Society of Psychical Research (WSPR), the subject of the next 
chapter.  The Society served as the nation’s leading psychical research organization outside of Boston 
and provided the organizational experience required as a forerunner to the Psychical Science Congress.  
The closing years of the 1880s seemed, in the eyes of many observers, to herald the arrival of new 
psychical discoveries that would bring a more complete understanding of mankind’s place in the order 
of things.  Truth was a constant byword of occultists as they sought to uncover inner realities of human 
potentialities.  Such advances in this uncovering of spiritual truths, wrote John C. Bundy in the Religio-
Philosophical Journal, were “to be a marked feature of the coming half-century.”  Citing  the flourishing 
developments and progress that had been achieved through “mind cure, faith cure, Christian Science, 
psychology, hypnotism or magnetism, Theosophy, occult science, etc.,” all signature accomplishments, 
according to Bundy, that signaled even further greater developments.   The source of the mighty 
psychical changes coming, he indicated, was “modern Spiritualism—the great tidal wave, on the rise of 
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 “Hypnotic Chicago.” Medical and Surgical Reporter 52 (May 16, 1885), 628; “Chicago,” Philadelphia Medical 
Times 15 (June 13, 1885): 693-694; and “Chicago: Hypnotism,” Medical News 47 (July 11, 1885): 53. 
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which all these things have come up.”  Spiritualism, in Bundy’s optimistic view, had provided “an 
inspiring vitality to all other psychic movements of whatever names.  Hence it’s central and commanding 
importance…in the study of psychic science.”  Future historians, he predicted, would mark the previous 
half-century as “the era of intellectual freedom and activity, of material development and inventive 
genius;” and the half-century just now underway as “the era of spiritual culture and the harmonious 
development of man.”78  Such were the expectations of those occultists who anxiously awaited the 
imminent arrival of spiritual enlightenment and its accompanying social reform.  The formation of the 
Western Society for Psychical Research by the city’s leading scientific spiritualists and occultists was an 
action taken to hasten that coming day.
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CHAPTER THREE:  THE WESTERN SOCIETY FOR PSYCHICAL RESEARCH:  SPIRITUAL PHILOSOPHY AS 
SCIENCE, ROMANCE, AND RELIGION    
Psychical Research: An Eclectic Discipline and Alternative Public Science 
As we saw in chapter two, the mid- and late-1880s were active years for a variety of occult 
pursuits as spiritualism, theosophy, mesmerism, and hypnotism became prominent features of a vibrant 
psychic culture, and while attracting the interest of Chicago’s educated and cultured classes, these 
psychical practices did not always generate respectability, appearing at times somewhat shabby, 
shallow, cheap, and vulgar.  An additional institutional development of the late-nineteenth century, 
societies for the scientific investigation of occult phenomena, or psychical research,1 was expected to 
elevate public appreciation and understanding of modern occultism, particularly in larger urban centers 
such as Chicago, New York, Philadelphia, and Boston, where an American national society was 
established and a number of local, semi-independent societies for psychical research attracted both 
leading citizenry and well-known scientists and physicians.  These societies variously engaged in 
exploring hidden realities of mind and spirit and hoped inform all levels of the reading public about new 
discoveries that would elevate and establish a scientific status for psychical research.  Success in these 
endeavors varied, depending on the locale and the commitment to scientific methods.  Subsequently, 
psychical research enjoyed its greatest success in advancing knowledge of hidden mental processes and 
the occluded unknown in London and Boston, and less so in Chicago. 
1
 The terms occultism and psychical research were often conflated. For example, when asked what he meant by 
‘occult science,’ Elliott Coues, who served as the presiding officer at the 1893 Psychical Science Congress, simply 
replied  that “occultism is an old name for what is now preferably called psychical research.” “A Talk with Prof. 
Elliott Coues on the Subject. The Apostle of Occult Science on Astral Bodies, Secrets of the Theosophical Society—
Etc.” Sacramento Record-Union, May 2, 1888, 7. The term psychical was also used as a synonym for the term 
psychological well into the twentieth century, referring generally to mental, as opposed to physical phenomena, 
although by the 1880s it had taken on special meaning of its own, becoming associated more closely with the 
supernatural and supernormal. Deborah J. Coon, “Testing the Limits of Sense and Science: American Experimental 
Psychologists Combat Spiritualism, 1880-1920,” American Psychologist 47 (February 1992), 145. 
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 Currently, psychical research is undergoing considerable revision by historians of science.  There 
is now a more sympathetic view taken toward scientists who entered psychical research after 
establishing a reputation in the physical or psychological sciences.  The older historiographic tradition 
that dismissed the pursuits of elite psychical researchers as frivolous, insignificant, or foolish has been 
replaced with a more even-handed treatment that situates psychical research alongside contemporary 
scientific activity.  Historians of science today are often more inclined to chastise those scientists who 
offhandedly brushed aside and ridiculed colleagues working in in the psychic domain without troubling 
themselves to determine whether there was anything to learn or discover in psychical research.2  There 
is also found in the recent scholarship a deeper appreciation of the unique peculiarities surrounding 
scientific psychical research and a fuller awareness that scientists, particularly physicists, understood 
that mediums could not be handled like lab instruments, and that less callous and more compassionate 
approaches were required when using human beings as investigative tools to conduct research.  Thus a 
more sympathetic view to the special difficulties involved in undertaking psychical research, including 
appreciating problems in producing replication, a more tolerant attitude toward fraud, and a 
condemnation of aggressive detective behavior directed toward mediums, is likely to be found in 
today’s historiography.3 
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 Andreas Sommer, “Psychical Research in the History and Philosophy of Science: An Introduction and Review,” 
Studies in History and Philosophy of Biological and Biomedical Sciences 48 (December 2014): 38-45, esp. 42; and 
Andreas Sommer, “Psychical Research and the Origins of American Psychology: Hugo Munsterberg, William James 
and Eusapia Palladino,” History of the Human Sciences 25 (April 2012): 23-44. Fraud, self-deception, and 
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3
 See esp. Richard Noakes, “Haunted Thoughts of the Careful Experimentalist: Psychical Research and the Troubles 
of Experimental Physics,” Studies in History and Philosophy of Biological and Biomedical Sciences 48 (December 
2014): 46-56. See also Courtenay Raia-Grean, “From Ether Theory to Ether Theology: Oliver Lodge and the Physics 
of Immortality,” Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences 43 (Winter 2007): 18-43; and Courtenay Raia-
Grean, “Picturing the Supernatural: Spirit Photography, Radiant Matter, and the Spectacular Science of Sir William 
Crookes,” 55-79, in Visions of the Industrial Age, 1830-1914; Modernity and the Anxiety of Representation in 
Europe ed. Minsoo Kang and Amy Woodson-Boulton (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2008). 
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Psychical research arrived on the late-nineteenth century scene at a time when the physical 
sciences were enjoying their greatest success in eliminating vitalism and metaphysical speculation from 
their research programs.  Ten years before the organization of the London Society for Psychical Research 
(SPR), Emil Du Bois-Reymond, the well-known German pioneer in electrophysiology, delivered in 1872 a 
lecture titled “On the Limits of Our Knowledge of Nature” before the forty-fifth Congress of German 
Naturalists and Physicians.  In this highly influential speech, DuBois insisted that there was limit to what 
could be known through the scientific method and that two puzzles were beyond what natural science 
could ever hope to solve—first, the nature of matter and force could never be understood or explained 
and second, the phenomena of thought and consciousness would forever elude scientific 
comprehension .  His declaration of ignorabimus, or “we shall never know,” became widely discussed in 
scientific and religious circles.  Some scientists at that time regarded the declaration as surrender to 
religious cultural forces but historians have more recently concluded that the ignorabimus was a 
creative boundary device constructed to pursue scientific research devoid of the meddling subjectivities 
of vitalism, metaphysics, and religious values.4 
 The debate over the implications of the ignorabimus declaration posited enormous implications 
for ‘scientific’ excursions such as psychical research, for according to Keith Anderton, ignorabimus was 
ultimately a cultural manifesto stipulating that “what counted as ‘knowledge,’ what constituted proof of 
that knowledge, and who had the right to decide” rested with a materialistic corps of professed scientific 
agnostics.  The upshot of the manifesto, Anderton stipulates, was to promote a public science of 
agnostic naturalism that furthered the mission to place the program of mechanistic science before the 
public as ‘official’ science, which was then to become established as science instruction in all areas of 
                                                          
4
 Torsten Wilholt, “When Realism Made a Difference: The Constitution of Matter and Its Conceptual Enigmas in 
Late 19
th
 Century Physics,” Studies in History and Philosophy of Modern Physics 39 (January 2008), 3. Sociologist 
Wolf Lepenies has described the ignorabimus declaration not as a retreat from pursuing knowledge but rather as 
“an incredibly self-confident support for scientific hubris masked as modesty.” Wolf Lepenies, Between Literature 
and Science: The Rise of Sociology trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 272. 
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formal education.  The ‘limits of science’ creed then, as proposed by physical scientists in the 1870s, was 
not only a boundary creating and hegemonizing strategy, but in claiming that some things could never 
be known, there was now the strong implication that “there was nothing there to know.”5  Physical 
science and the dogma of the materialistic view and understanding of the world, resisted by occultists of 
all shades and varieties, had moved even more aggressively against the metaphysicians by denying the 
occult any epistemic credibility, or even possibility.  And for those scientists tempted by or drawn to 
psychical research, the scorn from physical scientists was that of priests toward heretics.  The insistence 
by psychical researchers that occult phenomena could be scientifically discerned was now dismissed as 
‘impossible’ by establishment elites.  Undeterred by the declaration that “we cannot and will not ever 
know,”—that apprehending the mental and physical essence of matter and life was beyond scientific 
reach—psychical researchers pushed ahead with the resolve that ‘we can and we must know.’  Psychical 
researchers were motivated and determined to demonstrate that the application of scientific methods 
could indeed bring to light a series of facts and that laws governing the manifestation of psychical 
phenomena could be established.6  Psychical researchers, therefore, openly ignored the prohibition that 
drew a boundary between scientific knowledge and religious belief.  They embraced the position that 
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 Keith M. Anderton, “The Limits of Science: A Social, Political, and Moral Agenda for Epistemology in Nineteenth 
Century Germany,” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 1993), 21, 23.  See also Martin Carrier, Gerald J. Massey, and 
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du Bois-Reymond: Neuroscience, Self, and Society in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Cambridge, MA and London: 
The MIT Press, 2013), esp. chapter 12, “Limits,” 265-289. 
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 This approach is well expressed by a leading SPR investigator, Frederic Myers, who wrote, “we must remember 
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factual and useful knowledge could be gained by “removing spirits from their environment and bringing 
them into the laboratory” and if that seemed “impertinent, ridiculous [and] disturbing” to late-
nineteenth century physical scientists, then it was these physical scientists who were the true 
unscientific investigators, betrayed both in their blind attitudes and prejudicial pre-judgments.7    
Varieties of Psychical Research: London, Boston, and Chicago  
The British SPR and the Subliminal Psychology of the Supernormal 
It was in this environment of the consolidation of scientism, then, that psychical research in 
Great Britain and the United States emerged.8  The eminent British and American scientists drawn to 
psychical research hoped and indeed confidently expected to develop and present an alternative to the 
public science of agnostic materialism.9  To date, the two most recognized societies and the ones 
overwhelmingly portrayed in the scholarly literature during the 1880s are the London SPR (1882-
present) and the American SPR (1884-1889).  Other urban SPRs, for the most short-lived or even still-
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 Joao Vasconcelos, “Homeless Spirits: Modern Spiritualism, Psychical Research and the Anthropology of Religion in 
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Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences 49 (Winter 2013): 18-44. 
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 According to Roger Luckhurst, the founders of London SPR viewed their experiments in telepathy and the 
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Victorian Supernatural ed. Nicola Brown, Carolyn Burdett, and Pamela Thurschwell (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
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born, have received little, if any, scholarly attention. Yet Chicago had a vibrant and active independent 
psychical society of nearly one-hundred and fifty men and women drawn from business, religion, 
education, law, journalism, the arts, and medicine.  Although the Western Society for Psychical Research 
(1885-1889) has been overshadowed by its two towering predecessors in London and Boston, Chicago’s 
organizational foray into psychical research should not be overlooked or ignored.  By examining the 
leadership and membership of the WSPR and the manner in which it conducted psychical research, the 
presuppositions it brought to the field enables us to historically situate and discriminate divergent 
varieties of psychical research in the closing decades of the nineteenth-century, the richest period of 
Anglo-American psychical research and the era in which efforts seemed most promising.  Rather than 
being a homogenous or uniform undertaking, psychical research, as developed in London, Boston, and 
Chicago, differed in each locale and was not the singular undertaking as was say Christian Science, which 
adhered to a strict hierarchy and conformity, even reproducing exactly the same Sunday services and 
readings anywhere a Christian Science church service was held.  Instead, psychical research presents us 
with a distinctly different picture, as practiced in London, Boston, and Chicago, with each specific Society 
offering its own version of what ‘psychical research’ looked like.  Chicago’s version resembled a form of 
‘wild’ speculative philosophy of occult belief and literary romance laced with openly acknowledged 
spiritualist sympathies, precisely the kind of psychical research that Simon Newcomb, William James, 
and most of the members of the American Society, headquartered in Boston, strenuously sought to 
avoid. 
 The London SPR, formally organized around the so-called ‘Sidgwick Group’ composed of Henry 
Sidgwick (1838-1900), philosopher and professor at Trinity College, Cambridge, his wife Eleanor Sidgwick 
(1845-1936), a profoundly competent investigator and central figure after the death of her husband, her 
brother and future prime minister Arthur Balfour (1848-1930), Frederic W. H. Myers (1843-1901), 
Edmund Gurney (1847-1888), Frank Podmore (1856-1910), and famed physicists William Crookes (1832-
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1919) and William F. Barrett (1844-1925), rendering the Society’s makeup a veritable Who’s Who of late 
nineteenth-century intellectuals and scientists.10  Under the guidance of Myers and Gurney, the SPR 
helped develop some of the pioneering trends in the human sciences, particularly in experimental 
psychology, statistics, psychological medicine, and the psychology of dreams and hallucination.  As 
Richard Noakes, prominent British historian of science has observed, the British society was highly 
eclectic both in the intellectual backgrounds and preoccupations of its members and in the range of 
academic disciplines which propelled it into scientific and public prominence.11  A number of leading 
British spiritualists were active in the early years of the SPR but left the Society when it became clear 
that an official endorsement or at least an acknowledgement of the reality of spirit communication by 
the SPR was not going to happen.12     
 Frederic W. H. Myers is a crucial figure for understanding the psychological advances made in 
British psychical research and his writings, mostly in the Society’s Proceedings and Journal were to have 
an enormous influence upon the thinking of William James.  Myers, who will be discussed further in 
following chapters, emerged as a central figure at the 1893 Psychical Science Congress in Chicago, 
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representing the London SPR and reading papers of those SPR members unable to make the journey to 
Chicago.  Although his background centered in poetry and literature, his reading was wide-ranging, 
particularly in the psychological sciences, where he drew extensively from French and German literature 
in formulating his concept of the subliminal.  Subliminal psychology was an important stream in fin-de-
siècle mental science, according to John Cerullo, coming “closer to achieving mainstream status within 
the new psychological profession than is generally recognized,” with the accompanying notion of 
telepathy providing “a conceptual overview for the entire field of [British] psychical research.13  These 
investigations had further implications for the new fields of individual psychology and 
psychotherapeutics as British physicians such as Lloyd Tuckey and John Milne Bramwell, both SPR 
members, became interested in applying studies in hypnotism by Myers and Gurney to the treatment of 
patients presenting a host of psycho-physical disorders.  Accordingly, by the mid- and late-1880s, the 
SPR investigations and published work of Myers and Gurney had placed them “squarely in the middle…if 
not in the vanguard” of a number of new fields in analytical and applied psychology.14  
Mental Science and the American Society for Psychical Research (ASPR) 
 The first important meeting of leading New England scientists to discuss the organization of an  
American society for psychical research was held in Boston on September 23, 1884, with Professor 
William F. Barrett, a highly regarded physicist and a vice-president of SPR in London, presenting to the 
Americans the English investigations into mind-reading, action-at-a-distance, and spiritualism.  The 
Americans were especially concerned about the widespread popular appeal of spiritualism and hoped to 
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dispel public beliefs about mediumistic powers.  A committee of nine so-inclined scientists, mostly from 
Boston, was appointed to explore the practicality of forming an American Society.15  The Committee 
subsequently recommended moving ahead with the plan and the first official meeting of the new 
organization was held in January, 1885 at the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.  Eugene Taylor, 
the late distinguished historian of American psychology, has credited the ASPR (1884-1889) as having 
considerable impact on the early history of psychological  science in America, even becoming the first 
organization in the county to formally undertake experimental psychology, with its Proceedings (issued 
annually from 1885 to 1889) ranking as the earliest professional journal devoted to the subject.  
According to Taylor, the central difference between the British and American organizations lay in the 
latter’s de-emphasis and almost complete avoidance of drifting into spiritualist interpretations to 
account for mediumistic phenomena they investigated or witnessed.  The American group saw such 
manifestations as question of human mental abilities only.16  William  James, who chaired two 
committees—Mediumship and Hypnotism—along with Richard Hodgson, who arrived from London in 
1887 to become Secretary and Research Manager for the ASPR became the central investigators for the 
American Society.17  The two men investigated numerous mediums throughout the Boston and New 
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England area, most notably the famous mental medium Mrs. Leonora E. Piper (1857-1950), “probably 
the most extensively studied medium in history,” a mother of six who lived in Belmont, Massachusetts.  
James had discovered Mrs. Piper in 1885 following the death of his young son, eighteen month-old 
Herman James, when his mother-in-law, Elizabeth Gibbens, suggested he visit the medium.  In due time, 
she became his ‘white crow,’ convinced that she possessed the ability to read his thoughts and thus 
acquire information that she could not otherwise have known.18  Serving with James on the Committee 
on Hypnotism was the prominent Boston physician James Jackson Putnam, Professor of Neurology at 
Harvard Medical School and Department Head of Neurology at Massachusetts General Hospital.  This 
committee was interested in both the work of the London SPR and the French schools of hypnotism of 
Charcot and his disciples at the Salpetriere and of Bernheim and Liébeault at Nancy, conducting 
subsequent experiments in post-hypnotic suggestion, dissociative personality, crystal gazing, and 
automatic writing.  Through Putnam, James, and Morton Prince, another leading Boston physician and 
neurologist, hypnotic suggestion was employed at Massachusetts General and Boston City Hospitals and 
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the Boston School of Psychotherapy was born.19  If Frederic Myers looms a crucial figure for British 
psychical research in the 1880s and 1890s, his close friend and associate William James was the 
American counterpart during these same years.20 
 Opposing James and those in the British SPR disposed toward accepting the reality of telepathy 
was Simon Newcomb (1835-1909), first President of the ASPR and Director of the Smithsonian 
Institution.  Not widely known today, Newcomb was an admired and highly regarded scientist among his 
contemporaries, including William James, who believed Newcomb brought greater prestige and 
credibility to the ASPR than almost anyone else who could have been chosen as president.  But 
Newcomb  took a skeptical stance when it came to telepathy and his scientific credibility as a 
mathematical astronomer who had skillfully applied statistical analysis to his own scientific work came 
into play when he argued that Myers, Gurney, and others in London SPR had carelessly conducted 
research which had not fully ruled out that mental communication at a distance was “mere chance 
coincidence,” something Newcomb pointed out occurring “somewhere in the country nearly every day 
in the year.”21  For Newcomb, ruling out chance and coincidence must be one of the first priorities of 
psychical research and he feared that the Londoners were only furthering the public’s “natural tendency 
to believe in the possibility of so-called telepathy.”  Citing as an example the popular belief in the power 
of the mesmerizer to influence a subject by the mere exercise of his will, Newcomb flatly discredited this 
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belief indicating “that the longer we live, the more evidence we see that there is no such action,” with 
the corollary “the more closely we look…the less foundation we can see for any positive belief in 
telepathy.”22  When it came to haunted houses and ghosts, psychical phenomena which would become 
a favorite of the Chicagoans in the Western Society for Psychical Research, he was even more skeptical 
insisting that reports of ghostly disturbances were all “equally inconclusive,” recounting that nearly all 
people, lying on their beds late at night have inevitably heard “some sound the cause of which it is 
beyond [their] power to guess; and we do not see any essential distinction between this case and that of 
a haunted house.”23  Newcomb regarded the reports of the London SPR on haunted houses as nothing 
more “than very scientific children’s ghost-stories,” adding that “this incredulous tendency will be 
greatly strengthened if the assistance of spiritualistic performers is called in.”24  Newcomb and James, in 
private correspondence and in public forums, politely crossed swords over the legitimacy of SPR 
investigative procedures and the evidence resulting from psychical research into telepathy and mental 
suggestion, with James defending both the investigations and conclusions of the London SPR.25 
 There were however, areas of agreement between Newcomb and James in their understanding 
of what psychical research must be if it were to ever become a branch of accepted scientific practice. 
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Especially did William James possess a strong personal desire to see the ASPR succeed as a scientific 
organization and possibly even being able to substantiate some psychical phenomena.  He shared these 
predilections in a letter dated February 1, 1885 to his friend Thomas Davidson who, shortly after the 
establishment of the American society, complained that it seemed to be staffed disproportionately by 
scientists with bias against spiritualism.  After assuring Davidson that the ASPR membership was 
impartial, James indicated that the presence of well-known scientists as officers of the governing council 
provided psychical research prestige and a credible public standing.  “What we want,” James wrote 
Davidson, “is not only truth, but evidence.  We shall be lucky if our scientific names don’t grow 
discredited the instant we subscribe to any ‘spiritual’ manifestations.  But how much easier to discredit 
literary men, philosophers or clergymen!  You’d better chip in, and not complicate matters by talking 
either of spiritualism or anti-spiritualism.  ‘Facts’ are what are wanted.”  But facts were what were slow 
in coming and by the end of his first term as ASPR president, Newcomb’s skepticism was even more 
pronounced. Though offering to step down after the conclusion of his first term, he was reelected to a 
second term as ASPR president.  Even when he declined reelection at the end of a second term in 
January 1887, Newcomb stayed on as a Council member, remaining with the Society until its dissolution 
and merger with the London SPR in 1889.   By then Newcomb felt that psychical research had run its 
course, with sittings with mediums, of which he had many, and telepathic experiments lacking any 
scientific standing.26 
 The ASPR formally disbanded at its fifth and final annual meeting held at the Boston Society of 
Natural History.  Attended by nearly 200 members and associate members, William James, who 
presided over the meeting, reported on the bleak financial condition of the society and the offer of the 
London group to form a branch in the United States.  In his address to the American membership, James 
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stated he had feared early on that the organization would not survive due to a lack of commitment by 
most of the membership to engage in experimental work, as they could not spare the time from their 
other scientific interests.  Nor were the necessary funds required to sustain the Society forthcoming 
from required dues and voluntary contributions.  The result, James said, was that psychical 
investigations had languished, having been carried out exclusively by Secretary Richard Hodgson and a 
mere handful of members.  The question of dissolving the Society and becoming a branch of the British 
Society was then put to a vote, passing unanimously.  The condition of the ASPR was such that only nine 
individuals were eligible to cast a vote, reflecting the total number of dues-paying members remaining 
in good standing.27 
Formative Influences of the WSPR: John C. Bundy, Liberal Religion, and the Philosophical Society of 
Chicago 
 Individual and institutional streams that resulted in the formation of a psychical research society 
in Chicago in the spring of 1885 arose from a number of psychological and spiritual tributaries, 
particularly from:  scientific spiritualists and periodical editors such as John C. Bundy and John E. 
Woodhead, who were determined to bring spiritualism into the limelight as a recognized, respectable 
scientific religion; progressive religious liberals such as Dr. H. W. Thomas and Bishop Samuel Fallows 
who were both attracted to advanced metaphysical  philosophy and openly sympathetic to spiritualism;  
distinguished jurists such as Arba Waterman and William McAllister, appellate court judges of a 
philosophical mind who found  spiritualism appealing and were therefore eager to investigate it further; 
and physicians like Charles G. Davis and Edwin J. Kuh, who hoped that in harnessing mysteries of the 
mind such as hypnotism, discoveries would be made which could then be applied to therapeutics ends.  
These four groups, along with a considerable number men and women from business, education, the 
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arts, and journalism, rounded out the membership constituency of the Western Society for Psychical 
Research (WSPR), Chicago’s own peculiar and ‘wild’ brand of psychical research. 
Throughout the early 1880s, efforts to organize a society for psychical research in the United 
States were taken up by Col. John C. Bundy, probably the most overlooked figure in the early history of 
American psychical research, both in his role as a  self-proclaimed ‘scientific spiritualist’ and in his 
capacity as editor of the Religio-Philosophical Journal.  Even before William F. Barrett had arrived in the 
United States urging the formation of an American society, Bundy was calling for the establishment of 
an organization along the same lines.  Particularly during the summer of 1884 Bundy attracted some 
press notice with his call for a formal organization to investigate psychical phenomena.  The progressive 
paper Advance reported that Bundy’s proposal was netting “wide attention” citing one unnamed 
Unitarian minister who had informed the paper that “The interest in…the study of spirit, or mind, or 
soul,…is becoming so profound and general that a great cry is going up for organized effort, for thorough 
and scientific investigation, and for reaching the people with the wonderful facts and truths of 
psychology,” further declaring that a scientific demonstration of the spiritualistic truths “in such a way 
as to meet general acceptance, will be the greatest achievement of the 19th century.”28  Three months 
later the Advance reported that Bundy’s efforts had been rewarded by the formation of the ASPR in 
Boston and the WSPR in Chicago, indicating that “the[published] reports of such societies will [carry] 
great weight with all intelligent unprejudiced minds.29  The Chicago Tribune heartily concurred, 
applauding that psychical researchers would now be exposing fraudulent mediums and that the “better 
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class of Spiritualists, including Maj. [sic] Bundy, will hardly object to this form of investigation, as it is of a 
kind for which they have frequently called.30  But as one West Coast newspaper pointed out, the 
American SPR, through its membership, and the goals stated in its constitution, was hardly what Bundy 
had in mind and that he must now be surely disappointed.31  For as the New England paper Springfield 
Republican explained, Bundy’s plan for organized psychical research only faintly resembled what was 
now the American SPR.  Bundy and the R-PJ, the Massachusetts newspaper continued, desired a society 
founded by Spiritualists, claiming that Bundy was personally acquainted with at least twenty Spiritualists 
possessing an aggregate wealth of over sixty million dollars who would be willing to endow a psychical 
research society.  Bundy’s plan, according to the paper, called for the formation of a college equipped 
with a corps of experimenters to investigate spiritualism using the tools and methods of representative 
sciences such as “chemistry, mathematics, mechanics, anatomy, physiology, electricity mesmerism, 
biology, psychology, phrenology, etc.”  The school would be under the direction of a scientific 
spiritualist, but such an arrangement, the paper feared, differed too greatly from that of the London SPR 
and would be “regarded with very little respect.”32 
Throughout the final quarter of the nineteenth century, Chicago was a city in restive religious 
ferment, with theological and institutional crises raging alongside the mounting interest in Spiritualism, 
Theosophy, Christian Science, and New Thought.33  Fundamental questions of Christian theology 
concerning the nature of God, the personhood of Christ, atonement, sin, punishment, and Biblical 
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inspiration swept across denominational boundaries and occupied the attention of many a congregation 
and church governing body.  Interest had been particularly piqued during the 1870s by the heresy trials 
of two prominent clergymen, Professor David Swing (1830-1894),34 the leading and highly popular 
Presbyterian minister and Dr. Hiram W. Thomas (1832-1909), the foremost Methodist clergyman and a 
central figure in the formation of psychical research in Chicago.  In 1872 Dr. Thomas began his ministry 
as pastor of the First Methodist Church which held its services at the famous Church Block on the corner 
of Clark and Washington streets.  By the time of his appointment, five years later, to the pastorship of 
Centenary Church, the largest Methodist church in the city, his theological thinking on a number of 
matters had diverged substantially from standard Methodist doctrines.  Particularly his views regarding 
the atonement, Biblical inspiration, and future punishment alarmed elements within the church 
hierarchy.  In addition, Chicago newspapers, discovering that his sermons made good Monday morning 
reading, made him appear as a crusading progressive clergyman, which only fueled the resentment 
Methodist leaders already held toward him.  At the 1880 gathering of the Rock River Conference he was 
asked, but refused, to withdraw from the church and steps were taken to arrange a heresy trial in 
September 1881.  At the trial, Dr. Thomas was acquitted on the charge of subverting Biblical inspiration, 
but was found guilty of holding and preaching heretical views on the atonement and future punishment 
and found himself expelled from the ministry and membership of the Methodist Church.  Even before 
the trial, however, a number of influential friends had arranged for him to be retained in Chicago as 
pastor of the newly established People’s Church, where, as the trustees promised, he could “preach the 
gospel upon a broad and evangelical platform…in accordance with the will of God and best promotive of 
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His cause in the welfare of mankind.”  Dr. Thomas would serve as pastor of the People’s Church until 
leaving Chicago for Washington DC in 1902.35  Sunday services of the People’s Church, held at 
McVicker’s Theatre would regularly draw between 1,500 and 2,000 congregants when Dr. Thomas held 
the pulpit.36 
 One institutional result of Thomas’s tendency toward speculative philosophy and something 
which drew the ire of Methodist leaders was the formation in October 1873 of the Chicago Philosophical 
Society, which held its meetings and offered public lectures in the Methodist Church Block, where 
Thomas preached at the First Methodist Church.  The Chicago Philosophical Society was composed of a 
wide-ranging group of learned men and women interested in the broader aspects of moral and social 
philosophy, natural science, and history.  Dr. Thomas served as the Philosophical Society’s second 
president and soon the organization boasted a membership of nearly three hundred liberal-minded, 
leading citizens of Chicago, including Judge Henry Booth, Prof. Rodney Welch, (both of whom served  
prominently on the Western Society for Psychical Research) Dr. Samuel Willard (1821-1913), General 
Napoleon Bonaparte Buford (1807-1883), Dr. Edmund Andrews (1824-1904), Rev. Dr. Joseph Haven 
(1816-1874), president of the Society at the time of his death, Professor Austin Bierbower (1844-1913),  
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John W. Ela (1840-1902), president of the Chicago Civil Service Commission, and “two hundred or three 
hundred liberal sceptics, spiritualists, atheists, Catholics and all the shades between these.”37  The liberal 
and speculative nature of the Society is indicated in its printed prospectus for the 1880-1881 lecture 
season, which extended from October to April with papers and open discussion offered every Saturday 
evening.  The Society openly sought “the cooperation of all the thoughtful people in our city who are 
interested in the dissemination of truth.”38  Speakers scheduled for 1881-1882 included Professor 
Rodney Welch, Dr. Hiram W. Thomas, Rev. L. P. Mercer, Frances E. Willard, Col. Arba N. Waterman, Dr. 
Sarah Hackett Stevenson, and Dr. A. Reeves Jackson, all of whom were associated either with psychical 
research, occultism, or the psychical science congress of 1893.  Dr. Thomas especially expressed a strong 
sympathy with spiritualism and the occult.  Thomas was frequently quoted in spiritualist texts 
supporting “the essential truth of the continuity of life and the possibility of communion between the 
two worlds,” and would often share public platforms with well-known spiritualists.39  In an introduction 
to one spiritualistic text, Thomas indicated “The old theology is losing its hold upon the real beliefs of 
many thoughtful minds…In the occult world we are finding that hypnotism, clairvoyance and telepathy 
are facts….making more common and real the idea of the possible communion of earth with heaven.”40  
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 Dr. Thomas was also intimately connected to an additional informal association that he founded 
along with Samuel Fallows (1835-1922), Bishop and national head of the Episcopal Church.41  Thomas 
and Fallows, who was also a member of the WSPR, called their nondenominational clergy club of 
progressive religious leaders the “Round Table,” drawing to its ranks some of the city’s foremost liberal 
religious leaders who were favorably inclined to discussing and investigating occult subjects such as 
spiritualism, telepathy, and psychical research.  Included among the regular attendees of “Round Table” 
gatherings were Professor Swing, Rabbi Hirsch,42 Rev. Mercer,43 Rabbi Felsenthal,44  Dr. Ryder,45 Rev. 
Truesdel,46 and many other liberal church leaders who devoted their time to investigating mediums and 
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uncovering suspected fraud.47  Years after the WSPR had expired Bishop Fallows recalled that that the 
society for psychical research in Chicago had emerged from the “little preachers’ club we used to call the 
Round Table…a group of about twenty-five in all…where we used to discuss psychic topics.”48  One 
important stream feeding into the Western Society for Psychical Research, and defining its membership, 
then, was the strong and active religious liberalism prevalent in Chicago demonstrated through such 
figures and H. W. Thomas and Samuel Fallows and organizations such as the Philosophical Society and 
the preachers’ Round Table. 
Luminaries of the WSPR: Officers and Council 
Another important figure in the organization of psychical research in Chicago was J. E. (John 
Edward) Woodhead (1840-1918), who as Hiram Thomas described, was an exceptionally “busy man,” 
serving as:  Secretary-Treasurer and Manager of Investigations for the WSPR; editor and publisher of 
Mind in Nature: A Popular Journal of Psychical, Medical and Scientific Information, a monthly periodical 
which served as the unofficial organ of the Society; the western sales and promotional agent for the 
Lamb Knitting Machine Co.; and founder and manager of the National Letter Return Association, a 
private organization seeking to return dead letters to senders.49  Woodhead’s journal (the first issue of 
Mind in Nature appeared in March 1885) was an early variety of a periodical genre which became more 
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common in the 1890s—a magazine of contributors from medicine, religion, education, and literature 
who wrote about occult topics of the day, including psychotherapeutics, spiritualism, theosophy, and 
psychical research.50  Early reviews of journal were quite favorable, with reviewers praising the manner 
in which its first issues dealt with “psychical questions…in ordinary language that the wayfaring may 
understand.”51     
With organizational arrangements completed during the spring of 1885, the Western Society for 
Psychical Research held its first general meeting at the Sherman House in Chicago on June 30, 1885.  
Officers of the new organization, in addition to Woodhead, were A. Reeves Jackson, M.D., President—a 
gynecologist with a national reputation whose death in 1892 prevented him from playing a prominent 
role at the Psychical Science Congress; Rev. Charles G. Truesdel, Vice-President—pastor at the 
Methodist Episcopal Church and superintendent of the Chicago Relief and Aid Society;  Professor 
Rodney Welch, Vice-President—lecturer in Chemistry at the old Chicago University, organizer of the 
Chicago Homeopathic Medical College, and editor of the Prairie Farmer and the Chicago Times; and 
Council members Rev. Hiram W. Thomas; Col. John C. Bundy; James H. McVicker, theater manager; and 
Ernest E. Crepin, lumber and insurance executive who helped establish the Fort Dearborn National Bank.  
Each of the above council members, along with President Jackson, would serve on the Committee of 
Arrangements for a Psychical Science Congress in 1892.  Additional WSPR Council members included the 
Rev. L. P. Mercer, pastor of the New Jerusalem (Swedenborgian) Church; Boerne Bettman, M.D., 
President of the Illinois State Board of Charities; Orville Peckham (1846-1927), senior law partner of 
Packard, Peckham & Barnes and general counsel for the First National Bank; William K. McAllister, 
Circuit Court Judge for Cook County and former Illinois Supreme Court Justice and Appellate Court Judge 
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for the Northern District; Judge Arba N. Waterman of the Cook County Circuit Court; the Rev. Edward I. 
Galvin, pastor of the Third Unitarian Church; and Edwin J. Kuh, M. D.  Among the membership were 
some of the leading business, medical, religious, literary, and educational figures of the city who were 
considered “the best intellectual and philosophical elements in Chicago society.”  These included Lyman 
J. Gage, President of the First National Bank and Corporate officer of the World’s Columbian Exposition; 
Bishop Samuel Fallows, of St. Paul’s Reformed Episcopal Church; Col. Francis Wayland Parker, principal 
of the Cook County Normal School and pioneer of the progressive school movement in the United 
States; Dr. Adam Miller, physician and clergyman known for his lectures on mental and physical culture; 
William M. Salter, an associate of Felix Adler who founded the Chicago Society for Ethical Culture; 
William H. Rand, who, along with the foreman of his printing shop, Andrew McNally, established the 
publishing house of Rand-McNally; Henry M. Lyman, Professor of Medicine at Rush Medical College, 
best known for Insomnia and the Disorders of Sleep (1885); and James P. Root, first cousin to Elihu Root 
and one of the attorneys who argued before the electoral commission on behalf of President Rutherford 
B. Hayes during the disputed election of 1876.  Notable among women members were Ursula N. 
Gestefeld, Dr. Lelia G. Bedell, Mrs. Mary E. Bundy, and Dr. Alice B. Stockham, whose careers and 
influence in psychical matters impacted both social and spiritual reform.52 
Two society members with affiliations in the Philosophical Society of Chicago were Rodney 
Welch and Adam Miller.  Professor Rodney Welch (1828-1896) was President of Minerva Seminary in 
Kentucky until 1861, when the prevailing anti-slavery sentiment forced him to come to Illinois.  He then 
became principal of Geneva, Ill. High School, and in 1865 accepted a chair in chemistry in the old 
Chicago University, while also lecturing at Hahnemann Medical College.  His literary endeavors included 
becoming the agricultural editor of Prairie Farmer, and from 1872-1888 as associate editor of the 
                                                          
52
 The reference to the best elements in Chicago society can be found in “Western Society for Psychical Research,” 
Mind in Nature 1 (June 1885), 57.   
 
115 
 
Chicago Times.  Besides membership in the WSPR and Philosophical Society, Prof. Welch was one of the 
founders of the Saracen Club and the Illinois Press Association.53  His friend and close associate who 
preached at his funeral, the Rev. Dr. Adam Miller (1814-1901), was known as the father of the German 
Methodist Church in the United States and one of the earliest Methodist ministers to give sermons in 
German.  Regular, frequent preaching, however, took a toll on his throat and vocal chords and in 1850, 
Rev. Miller retired from the pulpit to pursue a degree in medicine.54 
Members of the legal profession were also quite visible among the WSPR leadership.  Prominent 
among them were two Cook County Circuit Judges—William K. McAllister (1818-1888) and Col. Arba N. 
Waterman (1836-1917).  Judge McAllister, a friend of Col. Bundy and inclined towards spiritualism, 
enjoyed a wide reputation, not only as an unimpeachable jurist, but as a scholar and patron of the arts. 
One contemporary writer praised McAllister for his “superior intellect,” with his “integrity and 
motives…absolutely above reproach.”55  His friend and associate on the Circuit Court, Arba N. 
Waterman, possessed “a keen relish for scientific studies” and along with Hiram Thomas, was a founder 
of the Chicago Philosophical Society and served as president of the Irving Literary Society.  Judge 
Waterman also represented the 11th Ward in the City Council from 1873 to 1874, the only public elective 
office he held.  Toward the end of his life in 1915, Waterman attracted considerable press coverage in 
the aftermath of crossing paths with a confidence man named Carleton Hudson-Betts, “one of the 
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shrewdest characters [ever] brought to public attention in Chicago.”  Hudson-Betts, aka “The Count of 
Coxsackle,” a title ascribed to him due to his penchant for fleecing elderly men and women of their 
financial assets through means bordering on hypnotism, set up quarters at Waterman’s legal offices at 
the First National Bank and convinced the elderly Judge to transfer nearly all his money and the deed to 
his home in Groveland Park to himself.  Hudson’s next move was to have the old man placed in a New 
England sanitarium named Vermont Hills in Melrose Park, just outside of Boston.  Edwin A. Munger, 
prominent Chicago attorney and a lifelong Waterman associate, tracked down the judge, secured his 
release, and restored the $150,000 estate back to his control.  But court battles over the estate and 
assets of Judge Waterman lasted for over two years after his death.56   
Press notices of the establishment of the WSPR frequently pointed to the stature that its 
members held in their chosen professions, whether it was business, law, education, religion, or 
medicine.  Particularly striking to Dr. John E. Purdon, an Alabama physician who would present a paper 
at the 1893 Psychical Science Congress was that the WSPR president, A. Reeves Jackson, was also the 
president of the College of Physicians and Surgeons.  Noting that the “great West is alive to the 
importance of psychical research, not only as a means of education in a special department, but also as 
an instrument of social and religious freedom,” Dr. Purdon was convinced that “no greater evidence of 
the tolerance and progress of the age in the region of the occult and mysterious could be adduced” from 
Dr. Jackson’s place as head officer and “the fact that a very large percentage of the members of the 
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Chicago society write M.D. after their names.”57  A. [Abraham] Reeves Jackson (1827-1892) graduated 
from the Medical Department of Pennsylvania University in 1848 and moved to Chicago in 1870 to help 
secure the incorporation of the Woman’s Hospital of the State of Illinois where he became surgeon-in-
chief.  In 1882 he was a primary founder of the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Chicago, serving as 
President and Professor of Gynecology until the time of his death.  In June 1889, Dr. Jackson was elected 
President of the Association of Acting Surgeons of the United States Army.58  At his funeral procession to 
the Second Presbyterian Church at Twenty-first Street and Michigan Avenue over three hundred 
students from the College of Physicians and Surgeons along with the college faculty marched in the 
procession.59  Dr. Jackson was also well known as the figure referred to as “My friend, the Doctor,” in 
Mark Twain’s The Innocents Abroad; or, The New Pilgrims’ Progress (Hartford, CN: American Publishing 
Co., 1869).  Jackson was ship surgeon aboard the steamship Quaker City when it departed New York on 
June 3, 1867 carrying Samuel Clemens and seventy journalists, pilgrims, and tourists bound for Europe 
and Palestine.60  
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In addition to Dr. Jackson, several prominent city physicians, a number of whom were personal 
friends of Jackson, joined the WSPR.  For example, one colleague of Jackson’s, Dr. James H. Etheridge 
(1844-1899), a professor of gynecology at Rush Medical College, was elected to the WSPR Council in in 
1886.  Dr. Etheridge was also a member of the Chicago Medical Society (serving as president in 1887), 
the Chicago Medico-Legal Society, and in 1890, president of the Gynecological Society.61  Another 
associate of Dr. Jackson’s, Dr. Boerne Bettman, (1856-1906), elected to the WSPR Council in 1885, began 
practice in Chicago in 1881 as an eye and ear specialist, helped found the Chicago Ophthalmological 
Society, served as President of the Illinois State Board of Charities, and held the chair in ophthalmology 
at the College of Physicians and Surgeons.62  In addition Drs. Charles G. Davis and Edwin J. Kuh, both 
members of the Chicago Medical Society who employed hypnotic therapeutics and published papers on 
hypnotism, were both active WSPR members. 
 In his opening address to members and guests gathered at the Sherman house for the formal 
launching of the WSPR at the Sherman House on June 3, 1885, President Jackson pointed to the 
promising beginnings of both the London and American organizations and pledged to follow in their 
footsteps.  Anticipating that many might wonder why another such society was needed, Jackson noted 
“that the field of research in question is of exceeding extent and richness,” and “that in the Western 
portion of our country especially, there has been developed during the past few years a very great 
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interest in the subject.”63  More outspoken on the need for a local society that would complement 
Boston and London was Society secretary J. E. Woodhead who maintained “that the conditions of life, 
climate, and modes of thought” varied so radically between the three cities “as to produce psychical 
phenomena differing if not in kind, yet in degree, and calling for new and local investigators.”  In 
addition, while not wanting to boast, it was self-evident to Woodhead “that “the western mind is less 
shackled by conventionalism and traditions than is that of Boston or London, of Vienna or Paris.  Men 
brought up within sight of the White Mountain can never quite escape the influence of its mighty 
shadows, and English savans lack the inspiration of a clear, bracing and electric atmosphere which finds 
its reflex in a quick, intellectual keenness and lucidity, not usually characteristic of the British mind.”64 
 At the next monthly meeting, with about bout forty members in attendance, Secretary 
Woodhead reported on what had been done thus far to bring the society into smooth working order, 
announcing among other things that steps had been taken to bring the society into close harmony with 
the British and the American SPRs and that membership had now climbed to over one hundred.  Col. 
Bundy then presented a working plan, under which investigations were to be conducted by five sections 
or committees, and announced those appointed to various committees.  Five committees were 
organized:  Committee on Thought-Transference, Rev. H. W. Thomas, Chairman; Committee on 
Hypnotism, Clairvoyance and Somnambulism, Dr. Edwin J. Kuh, Chairman; Committee on Apparitions 
and Haunted Houses, Professor Rodney Welch, Chairman; Committee on Physical Phenomena 
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(Spiritualism), Denison W. Chapman,65 Chairman; Committee on Psychopathy—mind cure, faith cure, 
metaphysical treatment, magnetic healing, etc., Colonel Arba N. Waterman, Chairman.  These 
committees were dispatched to gather well-authenticated facts, investigate psychical phenomena, and 
issue written reports which the Secretary would publish from time to time.  Dr. Thomas, Col. Waterman, 
and D.W. Chapman offered brief remarks on the work their respective committees would have to 
perform, and urged members to use the vacation session to organize the direction of the work to be 
accomplished.66  Rev. Galvin expressed great satisfaction with the growth of the society, which he 
welcomed as a sign that Chicago was about to take a leading position as a national center in educational, 
scientific, and artistic pursuits as it had in commercial and industrial affairs.67    
 Expectation for results from the WSPR appeared from other sources as well.  The American 
Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, pleased that a representative of their specialty, Dr. A. Reeves 
Jackson had been selected as president of the society, accorded a hearty welcome to the announcement 
of the WSPRs formation.  Hopeful that the society would gather, record, and classify psychical 
manifestations in a strictly scientific manner, the journal believed that society investigators would do 
much in eliminating the fraud and deceit so prevalent in occult and spiritualist settings.  It regarded the 
formation of such a society in the American west as a clear sign of the “awakening attention of the 
public to matters pertaining to metaphysical phenomena, with a resultant interest in mental hygiene.”  
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The medical journal particularly awaited results from the Committee on Psychopathy, the section of 
society devoted to what was popularly known as faith-cure, mind-cure, magnetic healing and 
metaphysical treatment.  With the number and repute of the WSPR physicians, hope was extended to 
achieving therapeutic developments for the growing class of patients suffering from neurasthenic and 
related mind-body afflictions.68 
 At the third general meeting of the WSPR, held at the clubroom of the Sherman House on 
October 5, Secretary Woodhead reported that about thirty members had been elected since the last 
meeting, bringing the total membership to nearly one-hundred and forty.  The following memorial, 
commemorating the death of WSPR member Frank I. Jervis (1823-1885), who had passed away on 
September 10, was read and entered upon into the minutes of the society:  “We regret losing so early in 
our career, the services of one well fitted both by inclination and culture, to aid us in our work.  The loss 
seems the more severe since none of us expected that so soon one of our number would solve the 
problem which we are trying to disentangle.”69  The memorial represented the kind of philosophical 
stance taken in psychical research which troubled William James who once, in a letter to Thomas 
Davison expressed his disappointment with the direction psychical research had taken in Chicago.70  
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Frank Jervis stood as an example of the literary kind of psychical researcher instead of the scientific type 
urged by James.  Jervis, unknown and unheard of today, enjoyed a degree of literary fame in England 
where he wrote for the same daily and weekly London newspapers as Charles Dickens and Douglass 
Jerrold, becoming friends with both men.  He arrived in America in 1864 and for many years was editor 
of the Davenport [IA] Democrat and soon following his arrival in Chicago in 1876 became a familiar 
figure in newspaper, art and literary circles, serving as musical and dramatic editor of the Chicago News, 
with his dramatic work as a theatrical director highly respected.  During the first year of its existence, 
Jervis was drawing-master and head instructor of the Ladies’ Decorative Art Association in Chicago, and 
owned a studio on Dayton Street, near Lincoln Park, where, in conjunction with Karl Lederer, a former 
illustrator for a number of New York papers and magazines established an art school.  Jervis had indeed 
“run a remarkable career,” as the Washington Post, noted not least of which was his interest in 
spiritualism and membership in the WSPR.71  
 At the January 1886  meeting of the WSPR, Professor Rodney Welch, Chairman of the 
Committee on Haunted Houses, reported that he had sought out many houses in Chicago reputed to be 
haunted, but had encountered resistance from the homes’ owners or agents to having rumors of 
supposed spiritual manifestations from the houses becoming known.  The refusal to allow the 
committee access to these sorts of building supposedly occupied or possessed by poltergeists led Welch 
to conclude that real estate agents in the city were “in collusion” to keep anyone connected with the 
Society from entering or investigating homes believed to be haunted.  Professor Welch said he hoped to 
be able to visit a house in Waukegan reportedly haunted and would rent it for a short period if the price 
was reasonable, and then conduct a leisurely investigation.  This same meeting was also covered in the 
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Inter Ocean, which announced that “science is after the ghosts,” sharing its opinion that the WSPR “is a 
society of sensible and practical men, noting that its membership of roughly one-hundred twenty-five 
was “of superior quality.”72  In truth, the WSPR, in its membership makeup and manner of investigating 
psychical phenomena, resembled more the discussion clubs of the Philosophical Society of Chicago than 
it did the judicial attitudes and scientific procedures of the London and American SPRs. 
 The Society’s pursuit of ghosts and attempts to enter so-called haunted houses throughout the 
city attracted wide press notice.  At the February 1886 regular meeting, WSPR president, Dr. A. Reeves 
Jackson, reported that he believed there were over one hundred and fifty haunted houses in Chicago 
that were tenantless as a result of apparitions or unexplained sounds and disturbances allegedly seen or 
heard by various individuals and that were now common stock of prevailing neighborhood beliefs.  
When pressed by a Tribune reporter for a fuller explanation, Dr. Jackson remarked that he had 
underestimated the number of Chicago’s haunted houses, indicating that if the committee’s new 
estimates were correct, the number was much higher.  Dr. Jackson, when asked by the reporter whether 
or not he believed the houses to truly be haunted by real ghosts, replied to the contrary, pointing to a 
lack of real evidence to convince him otherwise.  While there were instances of visual or auditory 
manifestations witnessed by more than one person, in nearly all cases, he stated, “the sights and sounds 
have been wholly illusory, or have been due to the pranks of a mischievous rodent and his family.”  
Jackson believed that imagination played an important role in perceiving natural occurrences as 
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something uncanny, noting that “the mere anticipation of supposed supernatural manifestations often 
creates them in fancy.”73   
 Not all newspapers gave credence to the WSPRs desire to investigate Chicago’s ghosts and 
hauntings, viewing its public releases of statements to this effect as pretentious nonsense.  The New 
York Times greeted the WSPR announcement by facetiously stating that the mission to “learn what 
ghosts are made of…in that wicked city has hardly attracted all the attention it deserves.”  The Times 
scoffed that the Chicago society was as prepared and equipped to investigate ghosts as if it were 
“contemporary with Apollonius, [attended meetings presided] by Voltaire or old Montaigne, listened to 
lectures by Joseph Glanvil,…Cotton Mather,…and Eusebius, and sat down at little symposiums in 
Cocagne with Hamlet’s father, Mr. Maskelyne’s ‘Psycho,’ [and]… the Cock-lane ghost, to say nothing of 
Raw-head-and-bloody-bones and Tam o’Shanter.”74  In other words, the Times article offhandedly 
concluded, the WSPR was “as well qualified to investigate the matter as if it did not exist at all.”  But the 
opportunity, the paper mockingly cited, had come just in time since ghosts always seemed to appear 
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just when a crisis was around the corner.  Most likely, it quipped, “the [Chicago] ghosts [had] known all 
along that Sam Jones was coming!”75 
 Popular and publicly engrossing as they might be, spiritualism, haunted houses, ghosts, and 
psychical research took a back seat when it came to the appeal of plain, old-fashioned, urban evangelical 
revivalism.  Samuel Porter Jones (1847-1906) or Sam Jones, as he preferred to be called, was one of the 
most celebrated evangelists of his time, often referred to as “the Dwight Moody of the South.”  At the 
time of his death in 1906, it was said that Sam Jones had spoken to more Americans than anyone who 
ever lived.  Said by many to be the most widely quoted person of the nineteenth century, he readily 
coined epigrams which have sunk deep into the well of popular expressions; for example, the phrase 
“The road to hell is paved with good intentions,” often mistaken as Biblical, is attributed to Jones, as is 
the appealing aphorism “I despise theology and botany but I love religion and flowers.”  At the peak of 
his career in the 1880s, Rev. Jones estimated that from September 1885 to September 1886, he traveled 
twenty thousand miles, preached one thousand sermons to three million people, and added seventy 
thousand members to the Southern Methodist Episcopal Church, South.  During this same period, Jones 
became a national celebrity with press coverage of his March 1886 Chicago revival so extensive that he 
estimated that every sermon he preached in Chicago was read by approximately one and a half million 
people.  Each morning he filled the Moody Tabernacle and each night he preached at the much larger 
South Side Casino Skating Rink, where thirty-five newspaper reporters were always on hand covering 
those evening meetings.  Full texts of these sermons ran daily in urban mid-western newspapers.76   
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On March 2, 1886, the day Sam Jones arrived in Chicago the WSPR held its monthly meeting at 
the Sherman House, inviting the city’s foremost spiritualist and trance speaker, Mrs. Cora L. V. Richmond 
to deliver a trance lecture before the Society for the purpose of observing and investigating her 
spiritually-inspired powers of discernment firsthand.  Questions were put to Mrs. Richmond of which 
she had no foreknowledge.  H. W. Thomas described the proceedings in Mind in Nature as “a strange 
scene; lawyers, doctors, judges, clergymen, scientists, and men and women from different fields in the 
world of business and literature,” gathered together to hear Mrs. Richmond speak, “not from the 
ordinary resources of learning and experience, but in a wholly unconscious state;…talked through by the 
spirit of some one who had ceased to live in the body.”  Judge Henry Booth, a member of the committee 
investigating spiritualism, questioned Mrs. Richmond about the process by which a disembodied spirit 
took control of a living body.  Her answer that the closest analogy to what occurred was what happened 
in mesmerism, where mental impression by one person produced thoughts or actions in another 
person.  The analogy was far from perfect, she said, but it offered the best possible explanation for 
“those who were not familiar with the occult laws of spirit power.”  Following questions put to Mrs. 
Richmond from other committee members, she closed with a poem by Victor Hugo selected from the 
audience.  In summing up this investigation of Mrs. Richmond’s spiritualistic talents, Dr. Thomas mused 
about the meaning of the performance and its implications for psychical research.  While granting that 
Mrs. Richmond had “acquitted herself most creditably” and that a number of her answers “revealed a 
power of discrimination in thought and choice of words that was very gratifying...refreshing and 
strengthening,” when all was said and done, he decided, everything of which she spoke “was largely in 
the realm of the speculative,” with nothing specific or informative that any person of a normal 
philosophical mind might have said without being in a trance under spirit control.  In short, wrote 
Thomas, “there was nothing convincing” and the demonstration fell short of being anything which could 
be considered as a scientific undertaking, although it left the estimated audience of one-hundred and 
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ten men and women who enjoyed such trance performances “with the satisfaction of having spent a 
very pleasant and not unprofitable hour.”77  
 Among those present at the WSPR meeting witnessing the trance-speaking of Mrs. Richmond 
was Judge Henry Booth (1818-1898), one of the founders of the Chicago Philosophical Society.  Invited 
by the board of regents of the University of Chicago (1857-1886), also called Chicago University an Old 
University of Chicago after it closed in 1886, Booth arrived Chicago in the fall of 1859 to help organize 
the university’s the law department.  He was soon appointed dean and for almost a generation, Chicago 
University was the only law school in Chicago.  Beginning in 1870, he served for nine years as a Judge of 
the Circuit Court of Cook County.  Judge Booth actively promoted and attached himself to various 
cultural and reform institutions throughout the city, becoming, for example, one of the earliest 
members and president of the Chicago Christian Union, later known as the Chicago Athenaeum.  He also 
served as a member of the board of managers of the Washington Home, and was chairman of its 
business committee.78  Booth was a member of the First Unitarian Church and served two terms as 
president of the Philosophical Society of Chicago, presenting at least one paper for nearly every season 
it was in session.  As one of the founders of the Society for Ethical Culture in Chicago he was elected its 
first president, an office he held for a number of years.  Widely admired during his lifetime, one eulogist, 
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in a tribute to Booth at the time of his death said that “Few men have left behind them so unblemished 
a record for purity of character, loftiness of aim, public spirit, and the virtues of private life,” while 
another affirmed he was “one of the whitest souls that Chicago ever knew.”79   
One rather remarkable monthly meeting that indicates the extent to which anecdotal story-
telling characterized the nature of psychical research in Chicago occurred in December 1885.  Following 
remarks from Dr. Jackson and D. H. Lamberson regarding their experience with spiritualistic phenomena, 
Albert D. Hager related how he once attempted to “cast out devils,” curing in the process a group 
children pretending to be mediums by compelling them to experiment in his presence, and when the 
children failed to elicit the obligatory raps, Hager scolded them for their mischief.  Mr. Hager then 
informed the meeting that he had become convinced of the truth of human immortality by receiving 
communications from his deceased wife.80  Col. Francis W. Parker followed with a rather bizarre, if not 
somewhat troubling, story of spiritualism and animal cruelty when he was a young man eighteen years-
old.  He described how he and his cousin held a séance one evening and called up the spirit of a kitten 
they had drowned some time before.  “And now, ladies and gentlemen,” Parker announced to the 
gathered members and guests, “I am rather timid about telling this story.  It was a long time ago…but I 
think we at this time distinctly heard a scratching under the table, as if a cat was under it.”  Parker 
related how on another occasion he and the same cousin conjured up Beelzebub, who, according to the 
Tribune reporter in attendance, “manifested his presence by pulling the table away from the two lads 
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with a strength they could not resist.”  Still another time the two raised the spirit of a cow that had 
recently died in their stable, and the cow answered in reply to the question  “Do you ever take food?” 
with affirmative raps.  They then placed some food scraps under the table where they were sitting and 
the scraps disappeared, at which point Dr. Parker placed a bit of chewing tobacco under the table.  The 
Tribune accounts states it “was probably removed by Beelzebub, for it cannot be presumed that the cow 
ate it, and it certainly disappeared.  A number of similar stories were told, and these ‘psychical 
researches’ amused the audience vastly.”81  WSPR meetings such as these seemed more on a par with 
attending materializing séances than serious attempts at gathering facts and discerning truths of 
spiritualism.  
Spiritualism was indeed a central focus for the WSPR and its wild, cavalier approach to 
discussing and investigating spiritualist manifestations would have been viewed by both the American 
and British SPRs as woefully deficient in scientific protocol, even dismaying to a friendly-disposed 
psychical researcher like William James and abhorring to a scientific purist such as Simon Newcomb.  In 
addition to inviting spiritualist performers such as Mr. Richmond and sharing outlandish and pointless 
anecdotal accounts before the membership, the WSPR Committee on Spiritualism would also send 
representatives to investigate séances.  But such ‘investigations’ had more the flavor of a family night 
out, an evening of entertainment as if going to the movies or attending the theatre.  The Chicago 
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Tribune reported one such occasion, praising the WSPR committee members as having “superior 
intellectual ability,” referring in particular to Dr. Thomas, pastor of the People’s Church, and “men of 
strong common sense,” referring, in this case, to Col. John A. Elison (1826-1893), the well-known 
auctioneer, and  City Councilman, Alderman James L. Campbell (1832-1916).  The two men were 
dispatched by WSPR in January 1887 to attend a Bangs sisters’ séance, and accompanied by their wives, 
joined an audience of twenty-three persons for the three-hour materializing séance.  The two WSPR 
members apparently came away impressed by the sisters for although the two men did not “openly 
profess complete faith in Spiritualism,” they were “inquirers after truth” and could not “discredit the 
evidence of their senses.”82    
The most widely distributed tract associated with the WSPR that discussed the social and 
cultural implications of spiritualism, theosophy, and psychical research was an address delivered by 
Professor Elliott Coues of the Smithsonian Institute on April 26, 1888 at the First Methodist Church in 
Chicago, and which was first published in its entirety in the May 12, 1888 issue of the Religio-
Philosophical Journal.  Entitled “The Signs of the Times,” Coues, invited by Col. Bundy and the officers of 
the WSPR, offered his observations on prevailing topics of the day, such as the ‘the woman question,’ 
spiritualism, the astral plane, animal magnetism, and psychical research.  The address was soon in such 
high demand that it was published again in pamphlet form by the Religio-Philosophical Publishing House 
with a glowing dedication to John C. Bundy.  Coues, who in the previous chapter was placed in the 
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context of his leadership role in American theosophy, was, by the mid-1880s, beginning to identify 
himself more as a spiritualist-leaning psychical researcher instead of a theosophist.83   
 Coues began his prepared remarks by reminding the audience of the highly-charged and 
“critical” times in which they lived—a “strange and otherwise inexplicable crisis…. of great, social, 
intellectual and moral forces,” which had long been stealthily at work” (5).84  Attention to Spiritualism, 
Coues announced, was the most immediate concern of the day and its final disposition more urgent 
than “any other problem which we are now called upon to solve” (8).  Coues asserted his belief in the 
fundamental truth of spiritualistic phenomena, fully aware that such a declaration amounted to 
“scientific suicide,” conceding that when news of his allegiance to spiritualism reached the scientists at 
the Smithsonian, they “will be asking if the remains of my reputation are to follow by express and have a 
decent funeral.  But I had rather be right than in a wrong majority.” (14).  The means by which 
spiritualism would be rendered practical and useful to human welfare, Coues suggested, was through 
psychical research, for he had “no fear for the result of the investigations now conducted in Chicago 
[and other cities] by men who are honest, intelligent , and not afraid to follow the truth wherever it may 
lead” (15).  Coues moved on to a lengthy discourse on animal magnetism, “one of the greatest forces in 
nature,” and the agent he regarded as necessary for achieving success in psychical research, which he 
defined as “the investigation of the human soul” (26).  Animal magnetism provided psychical 
researchers, Coues insisted, with the means for unlocking the secrets of the soul, providing them a “pass 
key to every mystery of life and death, and to every secret we may hope to disclose respecting the 
conditions of the soul’s existence after the death of the body.” (29).  Coues described animal magnetism 
theoretically as “a conveyer of consciousness…..capable of acting without any known medium of 
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communication” (33).  Animal magnetism, he declared, propelled forces which traversed through the 
powerful medium of an undetermined substance in which one person’s mind could reached the mind of 
another.  This atmospheric substance or means by which animal magnetism moved from person to 
person Coues had in earlier writings named “biogen” whereas Theosophists and most other occultists 
commonly referred to the substance as ‘astral fluid’.85  For Coues, this biogen or astral fluid was “the 
medium of all actual exchange of thought,” accounting for all genuine occurrences of mind-reading, 
clairvoyance, and telepathy (35).  Sounding more like a philosophical occultist than an experimental or 
investigative scientist,86  Coues insisted the biogenic or astral substance was “everywhere” and 
inextricably bound with animal magnetism, which he regarded as an inherent “element of the human 
constitution” (38).  Coues closed his address by reminding his audience once again they were living in 
times “revolutionary in thought, in feeling, in belief,” resolving them to resolutely maintain “a steady 
eye [in order] to discern undimmed the truth that is surely advancing (43-44).87   
  Press coverage of Coues’ talk was generally favorable with the Tribune reporting than a capacity 
crowd, “intelligent and appreciative,” gathered at the First Methodist Church and “listened with deep 
attention to the explanation of the phenomena of Theosophy and Spiritualism on scientific grounds.”88  
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The Theosophical periodical Lucifer seemed pleased that Coues had evenhandedly treated the doctrines 
of Theosophy and Spiritualism, praising his “beautiful language,…elegance of diction,…and “clearness of 
expression.”89 The journal expressed its gratitude to Dr. Coues for ably presenting the contours of 
psychical research and for reconciling differences between Spiritualism and Theosophy—two doctrines 
which, in its view, should be united in the mission for the promulgation “of truths which are at present 
only dimly recognized by a world which is liable to roughly class both parties together, either as 
worshippers of a devil, or hallucinated frauds and fools.”90   
As much as Coues attempted to rally the psychical researchers in Chicago to the cause of 
scientific occultism, the best days of the Western Society, like the original ASPR in Boston, were already 
behind them.  At its peak in 1886, the WSPR boasted a membership (including Associate members not 
residing in Chicago) of over one-hundred and fifty men and women of strong occult leanings while 
monthly meetings at the Sherman House in Chicago averaged fifty to one hundred in regular 
attendance.91  Both the American and Western Societies faced a shortage of funding to be able to 
continue their work.  While the Boston-based American group could point to some concrete results in 
the scientific study of mental functioning, the lack of scientific rigidity by the Chicago group and its 
cavalier, ‘wild’ dilettante variety of psychical research produced little, if any, contributions of substantive 
value to the elucidation and understanding of psychical phenomena.  William James indicated as much 
in an 1890 letter to his friend and fellow philosopher Thomas Davidson (1840-1900) discussing the 
priorities of psychical research: “The only Society worth lifting one’s finger for must be one for 
investigation of cases, not for theoretic discussion—for facts, and not yet for philosophy.  
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[Unfortunately] The name of SPR has been sadly discredited by certain literary and spiritualistic societies 
in western cities.”92  Col. Bundy’s Religio-Philosophical Journal, while promoting the undertaking of 
psychical research in various American cities, lacked the standing to maintain a permanent organization 
with scientific stature in Chicago and the Midwest.93      
Richard Hodgson, Secretary of the American branch of the SPR, arrived in Chicago early April 
1890 as the guest of Col. John C. Bundy to speak before the WSPR membership at the Sherman House 
and to invited guests at the home of Col. and Mrs. Bundy regarding the future directions of the newly 
reorganized American branch of the SPR.  His purpose was also to help execute the dissolution of the 
WSPR and encourage its members to join the newly-constituted American branch.94  And thus expired 
the Western Society for Psychical Research expired, an organization which seems to be a curious and 
rather unremarkable attempt at the scientific exploration of the occult phenomena.  But as an example 
of the fin-de-siècle romanticism of spiritual philosophy and metaphysical speculation, its stands as a 
prime example of the period’s fascination with the occult and the kind of ‘dabbling’ much of the 
population engaged in.  Devoid of a membership of scientifically trained investigators, excepting the few 
research-oriented physicians, but loaded with spiritualist-leaning clergy, judges, businessmen, and 
literary figures, many of whom were also connected with Chicago’s charitable organizations’ social 
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reform efforts aimed at individual uplift, the WSPR feebly, though sincerely, attempted to penetrate the 
occluded realm of psychical phenomena.  The American Branch would limp along until its reorganization 
in New York as a different, if not stronger, society in 1907.  The WSPR expired for good although its 
officers and council members would soon be heard from again.  Within a year or two of its dissolution 
plans were underway and organizational efforts afoot to arrange for a Psychical Science Congress as a 
Division of Science and Philosophy for the World’s Congress Auxiliary of the World’s Columbian 
Exposition.  The WSPR was gone, but psychical research in Chicago was far from over.
136 
CHAPTER FOUR:  THE PSYCHICAL SCIENCE CONGRESS AND THEOSOPHY AT THE PARLIAMENT (I): 
PLANNERS, PREPARATIONS, AND EXPECTATIONS 
Securing the Columbian Exhibition for Chicago 
By the late-nineteenth century Chicago was not only the foremost example for Americans of the 
nation’s immense capacity for urban growth, cultural development, and economic achievement, it had 
also become the premier modern metropolis of the Western world in the minds of many European 
observers, exemplifying both a boundless energy and an easy accommodation to rapid change.  
Between 1870 and 1890, Chicago rose in rank from the fifth to the second largest city in the United 
States, at the same becoming the fourth largest city in the world.  Amazingly, among all the large fin-de-
siècle metropolises, Chicago was the only one founded and settled during the nineteenth century.  There 
was no doubt then, as the famed writer, Henry Loomis Nelson wrote, Chicago was “the new city of the 
new world.”1  By 1893 Chicago boasted a population of over one million and with its city limits 
encompassing 183 square miles it was larger in geographic size than any other city in the world.  
According to Arnold Lewis, in his illuminating study of modernism and the culture of Chicago’s Loop, 
historians and other critical observers “have underestimated or forgotten that Chicago in these years 
was the Western world’s most advanced metropolitan laboratory” and that the city’s “weight and value 
as a barometer of transition at the beginning of the modern period were substantially greater than that 
of any novel, the entire oeuvre of an avant-garde artist, or any successful scientific or technical 
experiment of the day.”  Chicago, in the early 1890s, as Lewis presents it, enjoyed a great deal of 
international prestige and was hailed by a number of British and Continental writers as the most 
progressive and forward-looking metropolis in America, embracing change and technology at such a 
1
 Henry Loomis Nelson, “The Clubs of Chicago,” Harper’s Weekly 36 (August 20, 1892), 806. 
137 
 
dazzling speed that the city reigned supreme as “the Western world’s urban laboratory of commercial 
and technological experimentation.”2   
 In advancing from a provincial city to an urban metropolis, Chicago had achieved what had been 
required of any great modern city.  It’s expansive economic diversity included large agricultural 
processing centers such as its famous Union Stock Yards and meat packers such as Swift and Armour, a 
vast rail transportation network, a sprawling garment industry, steel companies, factories such as the 
McCormick Reaper Works, and an assortment of retail and department stores such as Montgomery 
Ward’s and Marshall Field’s.  Newcomers, including foreign immigrants who made up forty percent of 
the city’s population, filled positions in all these areas of Chicago’s extensive economic environment.  In 
addition, Chicago boasted as a vibrant cultural and educational complex with museums, theaters, 
historical societies, an Art Institute, universities, settlement houses, libraries, hospitals, a corps of 
authors and literary figures, and most famously, a “school of architects…revolutionizing world 
architecture.”3  At the Columbian Exposition of 1893 all this and more would be showcased for the 
nation and the entire world.  
 One major push to land the World’s Fair, originally scheduled for 1892, in Chicago came from 
Mayor De Witt C. Creiger who called upon the city council in July 1889 to form a group of leading 
citizens to lobby the federal government on behalf of the city.  The city council thereupon provided him 
with a list of one hundred prominent Chicagoans that the Mayor quickly tripled in size, naming an 
executive committee to steer the new group. This executive committee became formally known as the 
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World’s Exposition Corporation.  The State of Illinois lined up behind the project and in August 1889 
granted the Corporation authority to raise stock subscriptions in order to secure the Fair.  With the 
Corporation in place and promises of financial support from wealthy Chicagoans, the city seemed on 
course to secure the World’s Fair.  But a strong challenge from New York threatened to derail those 
plans.  Fortunately for Chicago, the Corporation had in place a Board of Directors led by Lyman J. Gage, 
Vice President of the First National Bank, which began its lobbying efforts before Congress a full five 
weeks before the New York delegation arrived in Washington.  A political riff among Republicans, along 
with embattlements with Tammany Hall, weakened New York’s campaign and delayed the arrival of the 
New York contingent.4   
Still, New York was mounting a formidable campaign to wrest the Exposition as its own, and the 
fierce battle between New York and Chicago, fought largely in the newspapers, became “one of the 
most extensive and acrimonious examples of intercity competition in American history.”  Heading into 
the actual vote in the House of Representatives in late February 1890, betting parlors placed 
Washington’s odds at 40-to-1, St. Louis at 8-to-1, Chicago even, and New York at 4-to-5.5  In his 
Memoirs, Lyman Gage, Corporation President, recalled the efforts made on behalf of Chicago by the 
team of lobbyists, including Otto Young, Thomas B. Bryan, E. F. Lawrence, and legal advisor Edwin 
Walker that he led to Washington with a pledged amount of five million dollars from corporation 
shareholders.  Gage and the group were rather taken back when told by the Chairman of the Joint 
Congressional Committee that New York had pledged ten million to secure the Exposition and that 
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Chicago would have to follow suit, though the Congressional Committee believed it was beyond their 
reach to do so.  Withdrawing to discuss the new challenge, Gage and Otto Young, a wealthy merchant, 
were determined to press ahead.  Returning to the meeting, the two men declared their intent to meet 
the new amount now demanded and asked for twenty-four hours to wire the Exposition Corporation in 
Chicago for confirmation that the amount would be raised.  In less than twenty-four hours they received 
a telegram of support signed by over thirty citizens with combined assets of over one hundred million 
dollars.  The issue now seemed settled, and with the New York delegation losing heart, it appeared that 
Chicago was poised to be selected as the site for the Columbian Exposition.   On the eighth ballot in the 
House of Representatives on February 24, 1890, the final votes were recorded:  Chicago, 157; New York, 
107; St. Louis, 25; and Washington, DC, 18 votes.6  The World’s Fair, to be held in recognition of the 
discovery of the New World by Christopher Columbus, was coming to Chicago. 
After the lobbying delegation returned in triumph from Washington, corporation stockholders in 
April 1890 elected forty-five Chicagoans to serve as a Local Commission Directory to organize, finance, 
and administer the Exposition.  Immediately thereafter the Directory met and chose as officers:  Lyman 
J. Gage, President of the Commission; Thomas B. Bryan, attorney and former president of the Chicago 
Sanitary Fair, First Vice President;  hotel magnate Potter Palmer, Second Vice President;  and A. F. 
Seeberger, hardware wholesaler, Treasurer.  As Gage put it, Chicago, the center of the rapidly growing 
western region of the United States, was now situated to display and project a vast array of “forces—
material, moral, esthetic and spiritual—which would shape the form and substance of the future.”7   
When the World’s Columbian Exposition (WCE) opened in Jackson Park, on Chicago’s south side, 
in May 1893, it was the culmination of a string of great nineteenth-century international fairs dating to 
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London’s Crystal Palace Exhibition of 1851.  Many believed the success of the Paris Exposition, which 
had set new standards for scale and display, could not be met by future fairs.  Although the Paris 
Exposition attracted over32 million people, many of whom climbed the just completed Eiffel Tower, 
Chicago’s World’s Fair occupied three times the enclosed space of the Paris Exposition of 1889 and drew 
an attendance of 27 million people, roughly forty-two percent of the nation’s population of sixty-three 
million, who witnessed spectacular displays of technological marvels and futuristic devices which gave to 
fairgoers a glimpse of the coming century.8  While the Paris Exposition was the first international fair to 
illuminate the night utilizing electric lighting, the 1893 Columbian Exposition dramatized electricity even 
more powerfully, with over 90,000 incandescent lamps illuminating the buildings and grounds of the 
White City, presenting “the most impressive use of electrical energy ever witnessed by man and 
demanding three times the energy required to light the entire city of Chicago.”9  Many rural Americans, 
who attended the Fair in droves, had never seen a light bulb, and the illuminated evening scenery, along 
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with the massive display of machinery and gadgets on display in the Electricity Building, must have been 
awe-inspiring.  
The World’s Congress Auxiliary: Barometer of Intellectual and Moral Progress  
 To complement the impressive display of material progress that was to feature the World’s 
Columbian Exposition, Chicago jurist and devout Swedenborgian Charles Carroll Bonney (1831-1903) 
publicly proposed in a letter dated September 20, 1889 which was published in the Statesman (Chicago) 
for October of that year, to host a series of congresses that would feature man’s intellectual and moral 
progress.  As Bonney put it, mankind’s “material triumphs, industrial achievements and mechanical 
victories” should not be regarded at the “crowning glory of the World’s Fair;” instead, he insisted 
“something higher and nobler is demanded by the enlightened and progressive spirit of the present 
age.”  Bonney envisioned a series of congresses that would “surpass all previous efforts to bring about a 
real fraternity of nations, and unite the enlightened people of the whole earth in a general co-operation 
for the attainment of the great ends for which human society is organized.”10  Organized efforts on 
behalf of the congresses began in earnest on October 30, 1890 with the official establishment of the 
World’s Congress Auxiliary and the naming of the following officers: Charles C. Bonney, President; 
Thomas B. Bryan, Vice-President; Lyman J. Gage, Treasurer; and Benjamin Butterworth and Clarence E. 
Young as Secretary and Assistant Secretary respectively.  The Auxiliary was also organized with a 
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separate but equal Woman’s Branch, with Bertha Honoré Palmer serving as President and Ellen M. 
Henrotin as Vice-President.  Others named to the Board of the Women’s Branch were Frances Willard, 
Myra Bradwell, and Dr. Sarah Hackett Stevenson, all of whom, including Ellen Henrotin, were associated 
in one way or another, with the Psychical Science Congress.  On March 25, 1892, in a report of the 
Committee on Foreign Relations, formal recognition was granted to the World Congress Auxiliary (WCA) 
by the United States Senate, establishing it as the official agency to conduct international congresses in 
connection with the World’s Columbian Exposition.  This act of Congress established the Auxiliary an 
independent entity, not subordinate to the Exposition Directory in Chicago or the National Commission 
in Washington.   
In addition to its central office and executive board, the WCA provided for local Committees of 
Arrangement for each congress, appointed by President Bonney and serving as the direct organizational 
body for lining up speakers and preparing a program.  The Committee of Arrangements always consisted 
of a comparatively small number of men who resided in or near Chicago and who could actively 
participate in its organizational efforts.  There was also a Women’s Committee of Arrangements for each 
congress which worked in conjunction with the men.  Each Committee of Arrangements was instructed 
to form an Advisory Council of eminent persons with some expertise in the subject matter of the 
particular congress, which would cooperate and assist the Arrangements Committee.  One observer, 
while skeptical that the advisory committees were “to a dangerous degree composed of men with 
famous names and little enthusiasm,” there nonetheless remained enough confidence in them that the 
summer congresses would highlight "even more distinctly an epoch in the history of thought than in the 
progress of industry.”11  Indeed, the WCA ambitiously proclaimed that its general objective sought to 
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“bring all the departments of human progress into harmonious relations with each other” in order to 
“promote the progress, prosperity, unity, peace, and happiness of the world.”12 
The WCA, envisioned as a ‘Summer University of the World,’ a ‘Convention of Conventions,’ and 
a ‘Congress of World Thinkers,’ with the motto “Not Matter, But Mind; Not Things, But Men,” planned 
to vastly surpass any previous international symposium in both scope of coverage and number of 
sessions.  Sometimes referred to as the “reform congresses,” the World Auxiliary envisioned hosting a 
broad array of speakers who appealed to fin-de-siècle public sensibilities and included “artists and 
activists, vegetarians and theosophists, suffragettes and single taxers” who “promoted their 
prescriptions for the ills that plagued society.”13  The first congress commenced on May 15, 1893 and 
the last one ended October 28, 1893.  After considerable planning and shuffling, the congresses were 
eventually formed into twenty Departments with 225 general Divisions holding a total of 1,283 sessions. 
Many final decisions on Departments and the divisions to be included in each Department were often in 
flux until just shortly before the congresses were scheduled to open.  For example, in the spring of 1893 
the projected science congresses of the Science and Philosophy Department slated to be held during the 
week of August 21-25, 1893 included chemistry, electricity, American Indian ethnology, meteorology, 
philosophy, psychical research, and zoology.  By the time the congresses were underway in late August, 
the number of science divisions had expanded from seven to eleven.           
Anticipating that large crowds would be drawn to the congresses, Auxiliary officers opted to 
hold them on a site away from the Fairgrounds in Jackson Park at the magnificent newly constructed 
“Memorial Art Palace,” a massive three-story building, designed by Shepley, Rutan, and Coolidge, and 
funded through the Art Institute of Chicago, the Exposition Directory, and the city of Chicago.  Located 
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near Lake Michigan, just in front of the Auditorium Hotel near the center of the city, the Art Palace 
would formally be named the Art Institute on November 1, 1893.  The Memorial Art Palace contained 
two large temporary assembly halls that were designed explicitly for Auxiliary Congress use:  the Hall of 
Columbus and the Hall of Washington, each with a seating and standing capacity of 3,000 to 4,000 
people each, situated between the two wings of the building.  Both large audience rooms would not 
remain as part of the permanent Art Institute and were disassembled at the closing of the World’s Fair.   
On the east and west sides of the building were two large wings, containing thirty-three smaller meeting 
rooms ranging in capacity from 300 to over 700.  The Art Palace was considered large enough to hold 
concurrent sessions and was designed to seat a maximum number of 12,000.  When the Auxiliary 
Congresses ended their final sessions in October 1893, a total of 3,817 speakers representing ninety-
seven nations, provinces, or colonies, and fifty states and territories of the United States, spoke before 
audiences totaling over 700,000.14   
Due to the size, scope, and scheduling requirements of the congresses, audience members were 
not allowed to debate with those who addressed them, nor were speakers to offer commentary on 
other presentations.  Strict regulations were in place to exclude questions and voluntary speeches in 
order to provide the time allotted to those selected by the Arrangements Committees to give their 
addresses.  Any controversy was therefore disallowed and there was to be no passing of resolutions of 
approval or censure.  Speakers were expected not to attack the views of others, but to present with as 
much clarity and objectivity as possible, the merits of their own position. “It was assumed,” as David F. 
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Burg, an Auxiliary Congress historian notes, “that those who spoke to the congresses would reach a 
larger audience through discussions of their addresses in pulpits, newspapers, magazines, and private 
conversations—a justified assumption.”  Though not an open forum for public debate, the Auxiliary 
Congresses provided “an enormous pulpit upon which was focused the attention of a large part of the 
world,” with the presentations becoming “widely known, influential, and provocative.”15    
Lyman J. Gage: Civic Leader and Séance Sitter 
 It would be difficult to find an individual more actively involved both in bringing the World’s Fair 
to Chicago and in serving as an organizer for the World’s Congress Auxiliary than Lyman J. Gage, who 
interfaced with nearly all the major social, political, and religious issues of the late-nineteenth century—
monetary issues, labor questions, civic reform, religion, and science.  Lyman Judson Gage (1836-1927), 
who would later serve as the 42nd United States Secretary of the Treasury (1897-1902) under both 
Presidents McKinley and Roosevelt was, as we saw earlier, chosen in 1890 to serve as president of the 
Board of Directors of the World’s Columbian Exposition, the successful financing of which was due more 
to him than to any other person.  Immediately following the Exposition and the closing ceremonies of 
World’s Congress Auxiliary, Gage became president of the newly formed Chicago Civic Federation, a 
reform group pledged to clean up Chicago’s corrupt political system and initiate relief programs for the 
unemployed and homeless suffering from the Depression of 1893.  In fact, most Chicagoans viewed 
Gage as “the ideal citizen,” with Moses P. Handy writing in 1897 that for the past decade “no movement 
for civic aggrandizement, no patriotic endeavor, no effort for municipal reform, [and] no great charitable 
undertaking” had been undertaken in Chicago without the active participation, if not outright 
leadership, of Lyman J. Gage.  Landing his first job in Chicago around 1855 as a day laborer and night 
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watchman in a lumber yard, Gage soon secured a position as bookkeeper for the Merchants’ Loan & 
Trust Co.  In a few months he was promoted to teller and in 1860 became a cashier, a position he held 
for the next eight years.  Gage began his association with the First National Bank of Chicago in 1868 as 
an assistant cashier, becoming vice-president and general manager in 1882 during a major 
reorganization and in 1891 was named the bank’s president.  Under his management, the bank acquired 
the nickname “Gibraltar of Western capital,” accumulating a surplus of over $2,000,000 with deposits 
“not infrequently greater than those of any other banking house in America.”16  At the time he became 
vice-president and general manager, he also won three successive terms (1882-1884) as president of the 
American Bankers’ Association.  As Secretary of the Treasury, Gage was influential in securing passage of 
the Gold Standard Act of 1900 which reestablished currency backed solely by gold.  
Most of Gage’s friends and business associates were struck by his “catholic hospitality to ideas” 
and his taste for engaging in long discussions pertaining religious and scientific matters.  It was well 
known that Gage was particularly drawn to spiritualism and he enjoyed, for better or worse, a 
reputation as an earnest investigator of spiritualistic phenomena.  An ardent student of psychical 
science, he was a member and officer (Auditor) of the Western Society for Psychical Research, and held 
a corresponding membership with the London SPR, keeping its monthly journal and annual proceedings 
in a central location in his home library.  However, somewhat strangely, in the interview published by 
Moses Handy, Gage denied any relation of the supernatural in the production of spiritualist 
manifestations.  “I do not believe in spiritualism,” Gage stated in the article, “I wish I could…..For my 
part the further I look into these things the better I am satisfied that any explanation of them is more 
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rational and more justified than that of the instrumentality of spirits, of astral bodies or of any 
supernatural power.”17  This hardly resonates with the testimony on behalf of spiritualism Gage offered 
in his Memoirs where he speaks of spiritualistic encounters which “brought me a deepening conviction 
of the reality of the spiritual world, and strengthened my belief in the continuance of consciousness or 
life after death.”  He was known to frequent séances in Chicago, particularly those of a Mrs. Billings who 
resided on Ogden Avenue and who he believed possessed information about events and people she 
could not possibly have known except through a supernatural sense.  In addition, when vacationing or 
on business trips to the East, Gage often visited mediums in Boston, New York, and Washington.  He 
wrote that spiritualism had “opened a wide and wonderful door for knowing that there is life of the soul 
after the death of the body,” and that there existed in the spiritual realm, “a great galaxy of future 
existences, whose beauty we cannot even guess.”18 
 William T. Stead, the famed British editor, publisher, reformer, and psychical researcher met 
with Gage on numerous occasions during his extended stay in Chicago from October 1893 to March 
1894 and came away rather impressed with Gage’s devotion to both spiritualism and psychical research.  
Writing in 1897, Stead remarked somewhat ironically that Gage, “the most popular and influential 
member of McKinley’s Cabinet,” and who was a known fiscal conservative “should be the man who was 
more intensely interested in all forms of psychic research than any other man I met in America.”  Stead 
declared that Gage was “by universal consent, far and away the ideal citizen,” and Chicago’s “foremost 
representative” who showed more interest “in discussing the possibility of Doubles, of Clairvoyance, of 
Psychometry, and all other phenomena, than in discussing any other subject whatever.”  While in 
Chicago Stead attended a number of gatherings at Gage’s home where former members of the Western 
Society for Psychical Research entreated him with questions regarding Stead’s investigations of psychical 
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phenomena and future articles that might appear in his new occult journal Borderland.19  At the same 
time Stead shared his impressions of Gage, American newspapers were seizing on widely reported 
rumors that Gage had consulted a medium prior to his trip to Canton, OH to discuss with the President-
Elect his appointment to the new cabinet.  The papers mocked Gage as “a firm believer in occultism” 
and a follower of Madame Blavatsky, and that the medium in question had assured him that the 
country’s finances would be safe and secure should he accept the Treasury post.20  The story was never 
confirmed by Gage’s associates and the meeting in Canton went smoothly as William McKinley offered 
him the Treasury job.  McKinley later related to a friend his assessment of Gage by remarking, “I never 
met a man in my life with whom I was so favorably impressed by a day’s acquaintance.”21   
Defining Psychology: Hypnotism, Psychical Research, or University Laboratory Instruments 
 It was just this sort of press attention to matters of spiritualism, psychical research, and the 
occult that befuddled the reading public attempting to distinguish psychology from psychical research 
and occultism.  For a great number of Americans it seemed there was little or no difference.  Joseph 
Jastrow, a noted pioneer of academic psychology in the United States, in looking back at the closing 
years of the nineteenth century, remarked that in the public mind a psychologist was “a spook-hunter or 
marvel-monger, or a psychical researcher.”22  Such was the public perception at the time of the Psychical 
Science Congress, even as experimental psychology was beginning to secure a footing in American 
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universities.  The tension between university experimental psychologists and psychical researchers 
resulting from their struggles to define, expand, or limit the parameters of ‘psychology’ in the 1880s and 
1890s stands as a defining feature of fin-de-siècle psychological history.  William James, as is well known, 
was nearly alone among academic psychologists who believed that psychical research had a place in the 
university psychological laboratory, and was strongly opposed by nearly all his peers for taking this 
position, often denouncing him in public for his eclectic heterogeneous views.23 
 Although it can fairly be regarded as the first international congress uniquely devoted to 
psychical research, the 1893 Psychical Science Congress in Chicago did not arise in a vacuum.  It was 
rooted in two previous congresses on psychology, the first in Paris in 1889 and the second in London in 
1892, both of which demonstrated the conflict between the hypnotism/psychical research wing and the 
experimental university psychologists.  To France goes the credit for initiating a series of congresses 
highlighting gains in science and intellectual knowledge during the nineteenth century which was held 
alongside the Paris International Exposition of 1889.  Hypnotism, reflecting the status it had attained in 
medical psychology, was the chief focus of the First International Congress of Psychology held in Paris 
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from August 6-10, 1889 under the presidency of Theodore Ribot.  Like the 1893 Psychical Science 
Congress in Chicago, the First International Congress of Psychology was one among a number of 
congresses representing other sciences.  Two Americans who attended the 1st International Congress of 
Psychology, William James and Joseph Jastrow, represented opposing sides of the emerging divide in 
American psychology over metaphysics.  The full name of this congress was the International Congress 
of Physiological (to indicate ‘scientific’) Psychology and it was organized by the French Society of 
Physiological Psychology, a short-lived organization founded by Charles Richet, a noted Professor of 
Medicine.  But it was Theodore A. Ribot (1839-1916) who took the initiative to organize the congress on 
behalf of the French Society of Physiological Psychology.  The famous neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot 
was named President, but he apparently did not attend any of its sessions and Ribot was in effect the 
chief executive of the congress.  Four main themes dominated discussion at this First Congress: 
hallucinations, which included telepathy; hypnotism; heredity; and muscular sensations.24   
The content of the program only furthered the ongoing controversies over the proper 
intellectual domain of psychology.  One controversy raged over hypnotism and when a number of British 
and Continental physicians who practiced hypnosis submitted papers on therapeutic hypnotism, the 
program committee rejected most of them, and so the physicians decided to hold their own congress.  
This congress, the 1st International Congress on Hypnotism, which overlapped with the Congress of 
Physiological Psychology, published proceedings more than twice the length as those of the 
psychologists.  The first session of the psychology congress, on hallucinations, was chaired by Henry 
Sidgwick, professor of philosophy at Cambridge and President of the London Society for Psychical 
Research.  Sidgwick formed a committee tasked to collect examples of occurrence of hallucinations, 
regarded at the time as the sensation or extra-sensory perception perceived by one individual at the 
moment of death of another person, and to undertake a statistical analysis of such reported 
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hallucinations.   Joseph Delboeuf, Professor of Psychology at the University of Liège (Belgium) and the 
founder of its psychological laboratory, chaired the second session of the congress, which was devoted 
to hypnotism.  Nearly all the presentations of this session were devoted to the two opposed positions 
regarding the nature of hypnosis, that of the so-called Nancy school led by Hippolyte Bernheim and 
August Ambrose Liébeault of Nancy, France and that of the Salpetriere hospital in Paris led by Charcot.  
Francis Galton presided over the session on heredity and William James presided over the session 
devoted to muscular sensations and reactions.  This latter session was held in order to give more 
attention to the experimental, physiological psychology that had emerged out of Germany a decade 
earlier.  Wilhelm Wundt, the founder of experimental psychology in Germany, frowned upon the 
extended role hypnotism had played at the First Congress and he and other German psychologists had 
been visibly annoyed with the British psychical researchers’ use of the term ‘experimental psychology’ 
to describe their investigations of the paranormal, fearing it challenged the credibility of the new 
psychology just beginning to establish itself in university departments.  Wundt believed that the Second 
International Congress, named the Congress of Experimental Psychology with Henry Sidgwick chosen as 
President, and scheduled to be held in August 1892 in London, would simply be a psychical research 
festival.  Sidgwick countered that he hoped German psychologists could appreciate that hypnotism 
provided new opportunities for psychological experimentation.  Finally though, since so many 
psychologists had expressed their opposition to an emphasis on hypnosis, a special section on 
hypnotism was scheduled to run parallel with sessions on neurology and psychophysics, while general 
meetings were devoted to experimental psychology.25 
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 After choosing London as the location for the next gathering of psychologists, the question of 
what to name this second international congress received considerable attention.  Some psychologists 
preferred retaining the name International Congress of Physiological Psychology but eventually the Paris 
delegates opted for the title of International Congress of Experimental Psychology.  With Sidgwick 
elected as President of the second congress and Frederic Myers chosen as First Secretary, the London 
Society of Psychical Research seemed poised to dominate and control the London proceedings.  Over 
three hundred psychologists, philosophers, physicians, and other interested scientists attended the 
International Congress of Experimental Psychology which took place at University College on August 1-4, 
1892.  With nearly fifty papers expected to be presented at the congress, the English organizers created 
two concurrent running sessions with presentations on neurology and psycho-physics forming one 
section and papers dealing with hypnotism and related phenomena forming the other session.  Included 
in the latter was psychical research, much to the distaste of Wilhelm Wundt who convinced a contingent 
of German psychologists to join him in refusing to attend the Congress.  Quite disappointed by the 
boycott of a number of German psychologists, Sidgwick, in his presidential address, hoped that his own 
narrow approach to psychology had not too greatly affected the scope of the Congress.  Sidgwick, in 
fact, had been studiously careful not to give psychical research the primary position in proceedings of 
the Congress and had gone to great lengths in order to get the Germans to attend the London Congress. 
After working to improve his fluency in German, he visited a number of German professors in the spring 
of 1892 and urged them to participate in the upcoming congress, to little avail.  He recalled later that he 
had attended the 1889 Paris Congress only out of friendship for Charles Richet and was surprised to find 
himself elected as President of the 2nd congress in London, particularly since his only work in psychology 
pertained to telepathy and action at a distance.  As it turned out, only a few papers at the Second 
Congress of Experimental Psychology were devoted to psychical research, with a major report being the 
international survey of telepathic hallucinations which had been planned at the Paris Congress, co-
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authored by Sidgwick, William James, and the French psychologist Léon Marillier.  One resolution before 
the Congress, of particular relevance to our study of the psychical science congress, invited American 
psychologists to organize an extraordinary session in Chicago to be held in connection with the World’s 
Fair.   A committee of American psychologists appointed to explore this idea—James M. Baldwin, Henry 
H. Donaldson, George S. Fullerton, G. Stanley Hall, William James, Lightner Witmer, and William 
Romaine Newbold—quickly abandoned the idea.  It is likely that their decision occurred in tandem with 
a similar measure being explored by the newly formed American Psychological Association (APA).  Not 
only were the American psychologists in London and the APA concerned about the possible content of 
such a congress, fearing that once again hypnotism and psychical research might feature prominently, 
but more importantly, they could not help but be aware that psychical researchers located in Chicago 
had secured a congress at the Columbian Exposition and thus decided it best not to compete directly 
with them.  Instead, university psychologists chose other venues at the World’s Fair to display and 
demonstrate their laboratory instruments and particular applications of experimental psychology to the 
American public.26  
Psychical Research and the WCA Department of Science and Philosophy 
 In the meantime, psychical research in Chicago had made rapid headway in becoming a featured 
attraction at the Columbian Exposition, thanks primarily to the efforts of Col. John C. Bundy.  In the fall 
of 1891, without public fanfare, Bundy secured a place for psychical science with the World’s Congress 
Auxiliary Executive Committee—President Bonney, a Swedenborgian, was most likely sympathetic to 
psychical research and Lyman Gage, Treasurer, had been a member of the Western Society for Psychical 
                                                          
26
 Rosenzweig, et. al. History of the International Union, 22-32; and Marlene Shore, “Psychology and Memory in the 
Midst of Change: The Social Concerns of Late-19
th
-Century North American Psychologists,” in The Transformation 
of Psychology: Influences of 19
th
-Century Philosophy, Technology, and Natural Science ed. Christopher D. Green, 
Marlene Shore, and Thomas Teo (Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 2001), 78-79. The Third 
International Congress of Experimental Psychology, postponed until 1896, was held in Munich. 
154 
 
Research.  This landing of psychical science in the Science and Philosophy Department of the WCA had 
no doubt contributed to the decision of American academic psychologists to abandon any attempt to 
organize a congress of their own as they could not hope to compete in drawing to their sessions the 
crowds expected to gather to listen to the papers of the ‘spook hunters.’  President Bonney issued a 
preliminary announcement in October 1891 outlining the general considerations which should be 
incorporated into the programs and presentations of each division of the Science and Philosophy 
Department.  Each science congress was expected to consider: 1) their origin, development, and present 
status; 2) current unresolved issues and the methods available for their solution; 3) the relation of their 
science to all the others; and 4) their science’s relationship “to human history and progress, to the 
problems of social life, to economic interests, to commerce, to the fine arts, and to the political interests 
of the people.”27  The eleven divisions in Science and Philosophy settled upon for the Auxiliary Congress 
were:  Astronomy and Mathematics, Meteorology, Geology, Chemistry, Electricity, Zoology, Pharmacy, 
Anthropology, Ethnology and Archeology, Psychical Science, and Philosophy.28  The general committee 
of the Science and Philosophy Department met soon after to discuss arrangements for each science 
congress.29 
 Earlier that same month, on October 5, President Bonney announced the names of those who 
would be serving on the Committee of Arrangements for a Psychical Science Congress.  Anyone serving 
on the Arrangements Committee was required to live in Chicago or the nearby vicinity in order to attend 
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meetings and assist in preparations.  Named as officers were Col. John C. Bundy—Chairman, and 
Professor Elliott Coues—Vice Chairman.  Rounding out the committee were Lyman J. Gage, Ernest E. 
Crepin, Rev. Dr. H. W. Thomas, Dr. A. Reeves Jackson, and D. H. Lamberson.30  All, including Coues, had 
been members or associates of the WSPR.   Bonney thereupon submitted a list of topics and issues to 
Col. Bundy and the committee to incorporate into their congress program.  His list closely resembled the 
one he had submitted to the Department of Science and Philosophy.  In his circular to the Psychical 
Science Committee, President Bonney requested that presentations address the “origin, development, 
and scope of psychology, the modern movement under the name of psychical research, and its proper 
scope, methods, and limitations.”  Note that Bonney regarded psychical research as a legitimate branch 
of psychology, an assumption rejected, of course, by most academic psychologists.  In addition, speakers 
at the Psychical Science Congress were asked to address: a) the relationship of mind, spirit, and matter; 
b) psychical theories throughout history; c) notions regarding psychical force; d) the nature of the soul; 
e) physical phenomena attributed to spiritualism; f) telepathy and clairvoyance;  g) hypnotism and 
magnetic healing;  and h) immortality as revealed through science and religion.31       
 In just a few months, press notices, both favorable and critical, of the forthcoming psychical 
congress began appearing in both national and regional newspapers.  In January 1892, the Washington 
Post predicted that “Theosophists, Spiritualists, and other followers of mysterious beliefs” would no 
doubt be pleased over the arrangements of the congress since the “most marvelous accomplishments” 
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of both movements “will be given for the benefit of spectators.”32  Another newspaper feared that the 
prevailing atmosphere at the upcoming congress would be wholly unscientific, and since it appeared to 
be just a “gathering of spiritualists and followers of the Mahatmas,” the proceedings would undoubtedly 
be “a boom for spiritualism and theosophy.”33 
 But for the organizers, the congress provided a platform, as Elliott Coues promised, for an 
“exchange of thought and expression of opinion that will be of incalculable value.”  Coues believed the 
timing of this first international congress devoted only to psychical research could not be more 
favorable as “these subjects are now being written about and spoken about throughout the world more 
than at any previous period of the world’s progress.”34  Considerable agreement in the press appeared 
on this point.  There was clearly “a steadily growing interest in things psychical,” noted one Western 
paper, so much so that “sometimes it seems that the very air is pervaded by it.”  Another paper jokingly 
emphasized that anyone “who doesn’t know that occultism in some shape or other is winning its way” 
and “that the number of brainy people who dabble in hypnotism and mesmerism and a score of other 
isms is largely on the increase and that the time for finding out what they mean and what practical use 
of them can be made is at hand—the man who doesn’t know all this is so far behind the age that you 
couldn’t discover him with a Lick telescope.”35  Spiritualism, psychical research, and occult science 
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pervaded public conversation and references to these subjects could be found in most newspapers and 
periodicals throughout the country. 
Coues hoped to draw from Britain and Europe the most eminent scientific investigators in 
psychical research to read papers at the Congress.  He confidently announced that William Crookes, the 
noted physicist, and Alfred Russel Wallace, the famed naturalist, would be in attendance.  Both men 
were actively involved in psychical research with Wallace himself a declared spiritualist.  Coues expected 
that over 100 of the “most renowned scientists of the world” would be present to participate in the 
proceedings and that the total delegation of luminaries from various fields would total over 1,000.  
Those foreign dignitaries he hoped draw to Chicago included:  Henry Sidgwick, Trinity College, 
Cambridge; Frederic W. H. Myers, London SPR; Baron du Prel, Berlin; Dr. J. U. Hubbe-Schleiden, editor of 
The Sphinx (Munich) an occult periodical; the Rev. W. Stanton Moses, editor of Light, the leading 
spiritualist periodical in Britain; Professor Balfour Stuart, Owen College, Manchester; physics professor 
William F. Barrett, Dublin; Countess Caroline von Spreti, Possenhofen, Bavaria; Alex N. Aksakof, St. 
Petersburg; Max Dessoir, Berlin; Eduard Von Hartman, Berlin; Professor Kovalevsky, University of 
Kharkoff, Russia; Ambrose A. Liébeault, Nancy, France; Cesare Lombroso, Turin; and Theodore Ribot, 
editor of the Revue Philosophique, Pierre Janet, Camille Flammarion, and  Charles Richet, all from Paris.  
In addition Coues expected the following Americans to attend the Congress:  the Rev. Minot J. Savage, 
Boston; William James, Cambridge, MA; Edward D. Cope, Philadelphia; Samuel P. Langley, Smithsonian 
Institute, Washington, D.C.; Bishop J. P. Newman; Senator John M. Palmer; and noted women Ellen 
Henrotin, Lucy Flower, and Frances Willard, all of Chicago.36  Most of the famous psychologists and 
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scientists on this, including William James, did not, in fact, attend the Chicago congress on psychical 
research.  A significant number did however send papers to be read, and the London SPR commissioned 
Frederic Myers to read papers on behalf of members unable to attend. 
 Giles B. Stebbins, a spiritualist of some note who would deliver a paper at the psychical congress 
was jubilant over the prospects of the forthcoming proceedings, expecting that the answers to questions 
regarding spiritualism and immortality would finally shed significant, if not definitive, light on the 
prospects of the human condition.  He noted that nearly every letter of acceptance to serve on the 
Advisory Council was “cordial and sincere.”  He cited one letter in particular to Col. Bundy from Frances 
Willard and Isabel Somerset which read “Lady Henry and I will gladly go on your advisory council.  We 
like you, and admire your championship of occult science.  We, too, have souls (!), and would gladly 
know, as well as gently believe, in their perpetual individual consciousness….Believe us ever yours 
sincerely, in the love of God and the hope of immortality.”37  Others showed a similar enthusiasm at the 
prospects of associating with the congress.  On April 2, 1892, the noted free-thought lecturer B. F. 
Underwood wrote to Elliott Coues as follows: “the last few years have led me to believe that the science 
of the future will enter upon new possessions of incomparable value through the doors of psychical 
research.  I have no doubt that the Psychical Science Congress, under the judicious management of its 
committee, will prepare the way for, and contribute to this result.”38  
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 As noted in the Rocky Mountain News, a Western newspaper published in Denver, the Advisory 
Council for the Psychical Science Congress overflowed with names that were “almost household 
words—scholars, scientists and all the titles which the twenty-six letters of the alphabet can be made to 
stand for.”  The list included, in addition to those previously mentioned: William Torrey Harris,  U.S. 
Commissioner of Education; the Rev. Dr. Lyman Abbott, pastor of Brooklyn’s First Congregational 
Church; Matilda Joslyn Gage, suffragist; Henry Holt, New York publisher; Rev. Edward Everett Hale, 
Boston pastor; Samuel Gompers, president of the American Federation of Labor; Clara Barton, founder 
and president of the Red Cross Association; Jean-Martin Charcot, French neurologist; Benjamin Orange 
Flower, editor of Arena magazine; Ernst Haeckel, German scientist; Emma Hardinge Britten, editor, 
author, and noted British spiritualist; John Dewey, professor of education; and perhaps the most widely 
known American at the time, Thomas Edison.39  But not every name on the Advisory Council was well-
known or apparently even recognizably credentialed in psychical research.  For example, when it was 
announced that Hans S. Beattie, ex-Street-Cleaning Commissioner of New York City, had been appointed 
to the Advisory Council, the New York Tribune, while puzzled over “Mr. Beattie’s qualifications for this 
post of honor” nonetheless hoped that “he will be more successful in his pursuit of psychical science 
than he was in the pursuit of clean streets for New-York.”40  
Nor was everyone asked to serve on the council enamored with the prospect of being 
associated with occult elements of psychical science.  Lester Frank Ward, scientist with the U.S. 
Geological Survey, is a case in point.  Ward, while largely skeptical of the claims of spiritualists, had 
never ruled out the possibility of communicating with the departed.  He subscribed to the Religio-
Philosophical Journal and was known to attend séances, mostly out of curiosity.  But according to one 
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biographer, as he progressed in own scientific work on paleontology in the 1880s, Ward became less 
receptive to spiritualism and distanced himself from any association with the movement and its 
practices.  When Elliott Coues invited him to join the advisory council of the Psychical Science Congress, 
Ward assumed that the position entailed advising on matters of scientific psychology—the kind of 
psychology he was watching emerge in university settings.  Since he had already accepted a position on 
the Advisory Council of the Geology Congress, and was quite interested in the “new psychology” 
identified with Wilhelm Wundt now underway in America, Ward accepted the position on the Psychical 
Congress advisory council.  Horrified however, when he read one of Coues’ public announcements of the 
occult nature of the congress, Ward angrily wrote Coues demanding his name be removed from the 
Council’s list.  He rebuked Coues for not being forthcoming and hiding the fact that the Congress was no 
more than “a front group for Spiritualists and Theosophists.”  These “religious propagandists,” Ward 
lectured Coues, would most certainly tarnish the prestige of physical science and confuse the public over 
what were legitimate and illegitimate pursuits in scientific psychology.  A congress promoting telepathy, 
clairvoyance, and tales of a spiritual afterlife, Ward predicted, would be commandeered by all the 
“zealots, fanatics, and paranoics of the land, who will convert it into a pretty Pandemonium.”41   
Accompanying Ward’s predilections was a widespread feeling of doubt in the press over 
whether anything worthwhile would result from presentations at the Psychical Congress.  Granting that 
the time was right for a full and fair public airing of matters relating to human immortality, one editorial 
in the Chicago Tribune predicted that “these psychical people” would only fail to “bring before the eyes 
of mortals acceptable proofs of the peculiar existence and connections in which they profess to believe,” 
for thinking persons “are not inclined to consider the chasing of rainbows as a paying pursuit.”  The 
editorial shrugged that if indeed the entire corpus of theory and evidence constituting spiritualism, as 
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was most likely, simply “shadows on the walls of our mentality, no amount of research or acuteness of 
logic can prove them to be substantial.”42  A similar attitude was expressed by a small mid-western 
magazine who discounted what it regarded as a futile attempt to get at the truth.  After quoting a line 
from poet James Russell Lowell,43 the author mockingly poked at the pretentions of the psychical 
researchers: “Let them seek to peer into the mysteries of the unknown to understand the phenomena 
of occult science, let them take up the question of a future life, let human wisdom benefit man, if it can, 
by such investigation, we are glad that…truth is circling in its own placid round, quietly, noiselessly amid 
the great tumult and bustle of the world’s activity.”44 
 In a circular for release to the press outlining the topics and scope of inquiry the Psychical 
Congress would be undertaking, and incorporating the suggestions issued by President Bonney, the 
Committee of Arrangements listed the following general questions speakers would explore: 1) the 
general history of psychical phenomena; 2) the value of human testimony regarding the manifestation 
and frequency of these phenomena; and 3) the origin and growth of Societies for Psychical Research, 
and the results that have been gained through their investigations.  Papers devoted to particular 
subjects within this framework would include:  a) telepathy and action at a distance; b) hypnotism and 
mesmerism; c) hallucinations, premonitions, and apparitions; d) clairvoyance and clairaudience; e) 
psychometry and automatic writing; f) mediumship and physical phenomena such as raps and table-
tipping; g) the relationship of these phenomena to one another; h) the connection between physics and 
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psychics; and i) the implications of psychical science upon human personality, especially upon the 
question of a future life.45 
 In September 1892, President Charles C. Bonney sent out invitations to numerous individuals to 
attend inaugural ceremonies for the World’s Congress Auxiliary to be held at the Chicago Auditorium at 
8:00 p.m. on October 21, 1892, fittingly Columbus Day.  The Chicago Tribune anticipated the event by 
heralding it as “the first prominent demonstration made by a most important department of the World’s 
Fair,” reminding those with reserved tickets to arrive early as ushers would escort all those in waiting to 
unoccupied chairs promptly at eight o’clock.46  Local newspaper accounts of the inaugural ceremonies 
were glowing, with the Chicago Inter Ocean describing a “brilliant and inspiring audience” of over 3,000 
people greeting President Bonney and the Milwaukee Sentinel gushing even more, calling the occasion 
“brilliant beyond all expectations…the brightest point perhaps on the galaxy of World’s Fair 
celebrations.”  The invocation was delivered by the Rev. Dr. John Henry Barrows, Chairman of the 
General Committee on Religious Congresses, and welcoming addresses were given by Bonney, Bertha H. 
Palmer, and Ellen M. Henrotin.  The main oration, delivered by the Rev. John Ireland, Archbishop of St. 
Paul, MN, caused “great enthusiasm” throughout the auditorium.  Nicknamed the “consecrated 
blizzard,” Archbishop Ireland “displayed in his oratory the whirlwind of energy that is his characteristic, 
and that had only a parallel in the whirlwind of applause that greeted him.”47  The Archbishop opened 
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his address discussing aspects of mental power as if he were before a convention of New Thought 
delegates.  He spoke of mind as “the greatest of things…the causative power in all orderly results.” 
Mind, he declared, “dominates and moves the unthinking world” and “within the limits of God’s 
creation, a second creation,” lifting man to “the greater and the nobler” in life.  Mental life, he 
concluded, was “the worthiest of all objects of vision and study.”48 
 The Tribune reported that the demand for tickets to the inaugural ceremonies had so exceeded 
the seating capacity of the Auditorium hat hundreds had been turned away from the ticket office.  Many 
prominent local citizens as well as distinguished guests and dignitaries from the United States and 
foreign nations who did attend were invited to sit on the platform.  Many of those associated with the 
Psychical Science Congress had seats on the stage as the ceremonies began.  For example, Ellen M. 
Henrotin, Frances E. Willard, and Lady Henry Somerset were “among the early arrivals given seats in the 
front of the platform,” where “they were soon joined by other well-known women.”  Joining them on 
the stage were Dr. Sarah Hackett Stevenson, a prominent Chicago physician and member of the 
Women’s General Committee for the Psychical Science Congress, the Rev. Augusta J. Chapin, a 
Universalist minister who would play a crucial role in securing a Theosophical Congress at the Parliament 
of Religions, and Jane Addams, proprietor of Hull House.  Among the men with ties to the psychical 
congress sitting on the stage were Rabbi Emil Hirsch, the Rev. Dr. H. W. Thomas, Lyman Gage, Bishop 
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Samuel Fallows, Elliott Coues, and J. H. McVicker.49  Coues in particular, played a prominent role in the 
ceremonies as President Bonney had specially requested his assistance in preparing the inaugural 
exercises and various programs for a number of Auxiliary Congresses.  According to one source, “It is but 
the simple truth to say that Dr. Coues has secured the co-operation and assistance of more 
distinguished scientists and famous men and women to work for these congresses than any other one 
man connected with the Fair.”50 
 Coues became Chairman of the Arrangements Committee after the death of John Bundy in 
August 1892, and Richard Hodgson, Secretary of the American Branch of the Society for Psychical 
Research, was named to the committee, becoming Vice-Chairman.  With death of A. Reeves Jackson the 
following November, B. F. [Benjamin Franklin] Underwood (1839-1914), now managing editor the 
Religio-Philosophical Journal, was added to the committee, as Secretary.  The Committee adopted as its 
motto ‘Psychics and Physics—Two Sides of One Shield,’ and named the Religio-Philosophical Journal as 
the official organ of the Psychical Science Congress.51  Both Benjamin Franklin Underwood and his wife 
Sara Underwood were well-known figures in the free-thinking lecture circuit during the 1870s and 
1880s.  Mr. Underwood, who served as a lieutenant in the Union Army, was recognized as “one of the 
most prominent lecturers, debaters, and writers of the Free Thought cause.” The couple came to 
Chicago in the late 1880s to manage and edit The Open Court.  When John C. Bundy died, his widow, 
Mary C. Bundy, became proprietor of the Religio-Philosophical Journal and the Underwoods were called 
upon to edit the spiritualist weekly, which was also designated to publish papers presented at the 
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Psychical Science Congress.  When B. F. Underwood was named to the Arrangements Committee, Sara 
Underwood was also named to the Woman’s Committee of Organization.52 
 Bundy’s death was widely viewed as a blow to the prestige of the upcoming psychical congress. 
One Minnesota newspaper praised his “unquestioned sincerity and his trained power of scientific 
reasoning,” regarding his death as “a great loss to psychic research in America.”53  To honor his 
commitment in working to guarantee the success of the congress, the Arrangements Committee 
adopted a resolution placing on record their “sense of grievous loss” to the one man most responsible 
for placing psychical research among the recognized sciences in the World’s Congress Auxiliary, 
earnestly hoping “that the results achieved by the congress will prove to be worthy of the self-sacrificing 
work to which he devoted so many years of his life.”54  A Woman’s General Committee was also named 
following Bundy’s death in 1892 with Mary C. Bundy, the widow of Col. Bundy, as Chairman, and  Eliza 
Archard Conner, New York, as Vice-Chairman.  Rounding out the committee was:  Frances E. Bagley, 
Detroit; Myra Bradwell, Chicago; Mary E. Coues, Washington D.C.; Mrs. Ernest. E. Crepin, Chicago; Lucy 
Flower, Chicago; Marcia Louise Gould, Moline, IL; Susan E. Hibbert, Washington, D. C.; Sara A. 
Underwood, Chicago; Antoinette Van Hoesen Wakeman, Chicago; Lilian Whiting, Boston; Frances E. 
Willard, Evanston, IL; and Mary H. Wilmarth, Chicago.  Sarah Hackett Stevenson and Ellen M. Henrotin 
both served on the Advisory Council. 
 In February 1893, Elliott Coues released a general directive in which he proclaimed that 
spiritualism had “for the first time in the history” been officially recognized by the United States 
government as a legitimate and proper subject for scientific investigation, serving as “the basis of the 
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formally recognized branch of science which has become known as Psychical Research.”55  Coues 
regarded this achievement for psychical research as ranking among the “greatest historical turning-
points in the evolution of human thought and feeling.”  In Coues’s view, the holding of a psychical 
science congress to investigate spiritualism was one of the most momentous events in modern religious 
history, standing alongside “the exclusion of the Jesuits from France,…the Reformation in Germany, 
[and] the establishment of a Church of England.”  Coues’ expansive regard for psychical research and its 
potential for providing a solution to most vexing questions of the day knew no bounds.  Perhaps both 
bluster on the part of Coues and Bonney’s prodding in his circular to the science divisions to provide 
how each science can address “the problems of social life, to economic interests, to commerce, to the 
fine arts, and to the political interests of the people,” Coues’ overreaching applications of psychical 
science to modern social problems seemed stretched.  He expected psychical research to bear heavily 
on the period’s pressing matters, regarding “the labor question, the public school question, the proper 
place of the scriptures in the light of modern criticism, and above all, the mighty question of the one and 
true relations of Church and State,” as domains in which psychical research could fittingly be applied.  
Coues believed these issues must be squarely faced and solved “before the American Republic can be 
considered to have passed the stage of an experiment.”56  Couched in these terms, psychical research 
faced a daunting task as Coues’ brought it to bear on issues for which it was most likely never equipped 
to address. 
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Securing a Congress for Theosophy at the Parliament of Religions 
 Theosophy in Chicago, in the early 1890s, was experiencing a boom period, both in membership 
and in public attention.  The Tribune reported it was “a word frequently heard at the present time,” and 
that throughout the city, the Theosophical Society was “strong and rapidly growing.”  There were four 
branches of the T.S. in Chicago at the time, with the main branch holding open meetings every 
Wednesday evening in the Athenaeum Building, along with a free lecture given on Sunday evening.  The 
officers of this branch were George E. Wright, President; Alpheus M. Smith, Treasurer; and Miss Leoline 
Leonard, daughter of Mrs. Anna Byford Leonard, Secretary.  Mrs. Mercie M. Thirds, Secretary of the 
Central States Committee, with her headquarters also at the Athenaeum, oversaw the Society’s free 
reading-room that held a wide range of theosophical and occult books and periodicals, and was often 
referred to as “the prime minister of the organization.”  On the North Side of the city the League of 
Theosophical Workers, with Mr. R. D. A. Wade as president, held meetings at 769 N. Clark Street and 
held Sunday evening lectures which were open to the public.  A Swedish branch also met in the same 
hall on N. Clark St. on Sunday mornings, with Jacob Bonggren, editor of the Swedish-American, serving 
as president.  In Englewood was yet another branch of the T.S. where lectures were given every Sunday 
morning in Neuman Hall and weekly meetings hosted at the home of a Mrs. Howard, who had 
established the branch in Englewood.  The Tribune writer expressed some surprise that theosophy 
“should thrive in such a hotbed of Spiritualism as that suburb,” but the reason according to members of 
the Theosophical Society was “easily explained on the ground that Theosophy antagonizes nothing.”57 
 Most of the credit for securing a seat for theosophy at Parliament of Religions goes to George E. 
Wright, who worked tirelessly for months preceding the opening of the WCA, seeking for theosophy a 
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place at one of the World’s Congresses, any congress for that matter.58  In an article published in the 
theosophical journal Lucifer, Wright recounted, in considerable detail, the steps which had been taken 
on behalf of attaining a presence for theosophy at the Columbian Exposition.  It wasn’t until September 
1892 that William Q. Judge, president of the American Section of the Theosophical Society, in a business 
letter sent to Wright’s Chicago office, offhandedly mused “Why can’t we be represented in the World’s 
Fair?”  Taking Judge’s suggestion as his cue, Wright immediately called upon Charles C. Bonney, 
President of the World’s Congress Auxiliary, who, while receiving him with great courtesy, evidenced 
little knowledge about theosophy and its precepts.  Bonney informed Wright that he had been 
“overwhelmed with applications from almost every known sect and cult throughout the world,” leaving 
Wright with the impression that the matter would be dropped.  Undeterred, Wright called on Bonney a 
number of times over the next several weeks, armed with letters from prominent people in Chicago and 
elsewhere who knew Bonney personally and spoke in glowing terms of theosophy and its doctrines.  
Bonney seemed favorably inclined with the testimonials and asked Wright to submit a formal 
application which, he subsequently learned, was forwarded to the Psychical Science Committee chaired 
of course by Elliott Coues.   At that point, Wright again visited Bonney to recount for him the public 
scandal resulting from the attack Coues had launched on Madame Blavatsky and his subsequent 
expulsion from the Theosophical Society.  After listening to Wright’s account of the Coues/New York Sun 
affair and the subsequent libel suit filed by HPB, Bonney withdrew the application from the Psychical 
Committee and submitted it to the Committee on Moral and Social Reform.  Here again a potential 
conflicting issue arose as the chairman of this committee, Lucy M. Flower, was the sister of Dr. Coues.  
Wright postponed any further action on the matter until Annie Besant’s arrival in Chicago on December 
10, whereupon the two of them met with the Women’s Committee on Moral and Social Reform at the 
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offices of Mr. Bonney.  While showing the greatest respect for Mrs. Besant, at this time the head of the 
European Section of the T.S., Mrs. Flower told the two theosophists that her committee was not the 
proper place for them.  However, in attendance at the meeting was the Rev. Augusta J. Chapin, a 
Universalist minister and Chairman of the Woman’s Committee on Religions who seemed taken in with 
Mrs. Besant.  She asked to meet with both Wright and Besant and called upon them the following day at 
Wright’s home, where she confidently stated she could secure a place for theosophy through the 
Committee on Religions.  Both Wright and Besant were encouraged and believed their problem at 
finding representation in an Auxiliary Congress had been settled.  Three weeks or so passed, and 
without hearing anything back from Rev. Chapin, Wright inquired about the status of theosophy with 
her committee.  She replied that she had not found the time to bring the matter before the committee 
but would do so soon.  Another two weeks went by and Wright wrote to her again, this time apparently 
irritating her somewhat, and Rev. Chapin reported coolly that the committee could not decide where to 
place theosophy in the Congress on Religions.  Wright now began to doubt her commitment to the 
cause of theosophy and the winter months soon passed without any progress.  After returning to 
Chicago in early April 1893, following a trip to the south in March, Wright wrote to Rev. Chapin one 
more time.  Her response that Wright must make a formal application in writing before the Religions 
Committee convinced him that this was just another stalling tactic.  He angrily informed her that he had 
filed a formal application six months earlier and that he now felt betrayed as it had been Miss Chapin 
herself that had told both him and Mrs. Besant to leave the matter in her hands.  Wright thereupon 
sought out President Bonney to brief him on what had occurred over the previous six months and 
pleaded for his help in locating an appropriate place for theosophy in the congresses.  While anxious to 
help, Bonney told him there was little time left.  Attempts to place theosophy in a Congress with the 
Ethical Society and the American Philosophical Society were soon abandoned.  Wright now feared that 
he would travel to New York the last week of April to the annual convention of the American Section of 
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the T.S. having failed to land a place for theosophy in the World’s Fair Congresses.   Then, just four days 
before Wright was to depart for New York, he received a message from President Bonney asking him to 
report to his office.   Wright was stunned when Bonney informed him that the Committee on Religions 
had unanimously agreed to grant the T.S. a separate Congress of its own, to take place during the 
Parliament of Religions, and that he had been appointed Chairman of the Committee of Organization.  
Wright could hardly believe what he was hearing as the news “was much more than we had expected or 
even hoped for.”  All previous attempts on behalf of theosophy were based on the premise that they 
would be lumped together with a number of other societies to form a general congress.  Now suddenly 
and inexplicably, theosophy was to have a congress of its own with “facilities and opportunities equal to 
those enjoyed by any of the great religious denominations.”  Although Wright wrote that he had “never 
yet been able to find out by what secret or powerful influence it was brought about,” it appears likely 
that Rev. Chapin interceded successfully on behalf of the theosophists.  According to Glory Southwind, 
Augusta Chapin deserves the credit for arranging the Theosophical Congress as a section within the 
Parliament of Religions.59  Wright described the turnabout in affairs as simply “a remarkable 
coincidence” and on the following day, with letters from President Bonney and the Rev. Dr. John Henry 
Barrows, Chairman of Religions’ Committee, he departed for New York to attend the Theosophists’ 
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convention and share the good news that the Theosophical Society would now be represented with its 
own Congress at the Columbian Exposition.60 
 The annual convention of the American Section of the T.S. convened the morning of April 23, 
1893 at Aryan Hall at 144 Madison Ave. in New York  City where the General Secretary and Head of the 
American Section, William Q. Judge, reported on the growth and condition of theosophy in America.  
During the past year, Judge announced, there were nineteen new branches instituted, making a total of 
seventy-seven branches in the United States.  In addition, nearly six hundred new members had been 
added to the rolls of the American Section.  But the most important matter that came before the 
opening session was the report of George E. Wright, who reported on the steps taken to secure a place 
for theosophy at the World’s Fair.  The Religions’ Committee had provided two days, Friday and 
Saturday, September 15 and 16, for the theosophists to hold their Congress.  Telegrams were received 
from the European and Indian Sections promising their full support and Annie Besant had cabled 
indicating she would be in Chicago on those dates to participate in the Congress.  The convention then 
appointed a Committee of Arrangements and began gathering names of those who could serve on the 
Advisory Council.61  As Wright took his seat, “round after round of applause rang out,” interrupted only 
when William Judge, grinning, interjected, “It took my breath away, when I heard Brother Wright stating 
that the intellectual centre of the United States had moved from Boston to Chicago.”  When Wright shot 
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back “only temporarily,” there was more laughter and applause.62  A vote of appreciation was then 
entered into the record thanking Wright “for his untiring efforts in procuring an opportunity hitherto 
unequalled for the expositions of the doctrine of Theosophy, and making its traits known to the 
American people.”  The Local Committee of Arrangements was announced as the following:  George E. 
Wright, president of the Chicago Theosophical Society, Chairman; Professor Frederic G. Gleason, 
Chicago; Judge Edward O’Rourke, Superior Court, Fort Wayne, IN; Judge R. Wesley McBride, Chicago; 
and Alpheus M. Smith, Chicago Chamber of Commerce.  The Woman’s Organization Committee 
consisted of Mrs. Edwin H. Pratt, Chairman, Mrs. Anna Byford Leonard, Dr. Mary Weeks Burnett, Mrs. 
General M. M. Trumbull, Dr. Elizabeth Chidester, and Mrs. Mercie M. Thirds, all of Chicago.63 
  There was one important restriction that the theosophists were required to comply with.  In a 
letter dated April 18, 1893 form the central office of the World’s Congress Auxiliary to George E. Wright, 
President Bonney informed him that psychical research and related phenomena had been withdrawn 
from their application and that their presentations within the Department of Religion would be 
“confined to Theosophy as a Religion and a system of Ethics.”  Bonney explained that since the entire 
range of subject matter under what was “known as ‘Occult Phenomena’” had been assigned to the 
Psychical Science Congress, he requested that Wright “take the pains to exclude that subject from your 
address and make it quite clear that the object of your demonstration is to give the world better 
information than they now possess of the Religious and Ethical principles of your order.”  At the New 
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York convention of the American Section of the Theosophical Society which was held in late April, 
Wright reported on this restriction and the convention voted its approval.64  Even with the restriction to 
steer away from occult subjects, a central concern of theosophy, Wright was more than satisfied with 
the arrangements provided for theosophy at the Parliament of Religions.  Particularly impressed with 
the liberality of Parliament proceedings, the wide-ranging religions and sects which would be present, 
and the absence of any promotion of dogma and creed, Wright told the New York delegates how well 
theosophy blended with the entire thrust of the Parliament.  “The whole programme,” Wright declared, 
“sounds as if it might have been taken from a syllabus of one of the Theosophical Branch…could 
anything be better?”  Wright believed that theosophy would “make a pronounced success of the 
occasion,” demonstrating to the entire world that the one great ideal pursued by the Theosophical 
Society, the brotherhood of all mankind, was “already in considerable measure a realized fact, and that 
Theosophy supplies the true scientific and living basis for right ethics.”65  
 Everything now seemed in place for a dramatic if not spectacular display of progressive 
occultism—psychical research and theosophy—at the Chicago World’s Fair.  It was a significant triumph 
for both to be situated alongside the great sciences and religions of the nineteenth century which had 
made significant leaps in knowledge and technical applications, and had converted or brought untold 
millions to their fold.  It is doubtful whether either movement would ever again seem so poised to join 
the mainstream of scientific practice and religious belief.  Psychical research, a young science barely a 
decade old, explored subject matter considered by one writer “more far-reaching in its human interest 
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[and] appealing more strongly to our common human nature” than perhaps any other subject or area of 
knowledge pursued by human beings.  “It touches us all alike,” this writer continued “in that we are all 
under spiritual as well as material laws of being.”66  Psychical matters, at this point in time in the minds 
of many Americans “appear the most important of all investigations, since it is more necessary to know 
man than the material tabernacle wherein for a little he resides; and the pursuit of these lines of 
research would seem to be prosecuted with too little rather than too much zeal.”67 
 Some spiritualists in Chicago and across the country were displeased that no arrangements had 
been made for a Spiritualist Congress in the World’s Congress Auxiliary.  One likely reason for the 
omission is that there was no national organization of spiritualists to represent the movement.  
Spiritualism up to that time was a loosely organized movement of diverse thought and practices and its 
lack of coherence and a central society no doubt hindered any effort that particular group of Spiritualists 
might have made on behalf of an organizing effort to land a congress at the Fair.  Another reason 
certainly was the presence of the Psychical Science Congress, which would examine all the central 
suppositions associated with spiritualism.  A number of prominent spiritualists served on the Advisory 
Council, and the original chairman of the Arrangements Committee, Col. John C. Bundy, was himself a 
representative spiritualist, albeit more on the scientific side.  Rather than spiritualism being overlooked 
at the Auxiliary Congress, the notion expressed by many commentators, as we saw earlier, was that 
spiritualism would run rampant at the Psychical Congress. 
 Interestingly enough, spiritualists were about to address their lack of national organization.  
While the Parliament of Religions was still in session, spiritualists from all over the country gathered in 
Chicago, not as a part of the World’s Congress Auxiliary, but rather to attend the first National Delegate 
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Convention of Spiritualists of the United States of America.  This convention met at Auditorium Hall on 
September 27-29, 1893, just ten days after the close of the Theosophical Congress, for the explicit 
purpose of establishing a permanent national organization which would represent all spiritualists.  A 
near-postmillennial expectancy that the world was on the verge great spiritual revelation was evident in 
the welcoming address of Chicago’s highly regarded spiritualist, Mrs. Cora L. V. Richmond, who 
proclaimed, “we believe that the blessing of the spirit world is upon the assembly here in Chicago; we 
believe it is the beginning of a new outpouring of the spirit of truth upon the world to mark an epoch 
that shall one day stand as the beginning of a new truth, or new presentation of the truth to the 
world.”68 
Spiritualism, theosophy, and psychical research all contributed to this fin-de-siècle portentous 
mood that momentous developments and revelations were at hand which were about to change forever 
the landscape of human experience.  Newspaper accounts pointed to the Psychical Science Congress as 
“one of the most notable features of the series of congresses,” an occurrence of great import which 
“opens a field boundless in possibilities and interest…and at its conclusion the world may be the richer 
by a careful outline of the advances made in the mysteries of a peculiar science.”69  In occultism, as well 
as in technology, industry, commerce, and learning, Chicago truly seemed, in 1893, the great 
metropolitan laboratory that made it the most modern urban center of the western world.  Such was 
the clarion call for the opening of the Psychical Congress, poised not only to advance hidden knowledge 
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forward, but keen on bringing light to bear to some of the most pressing, social, religious, and ethical 
questions of the day.
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CHAPTER FIVE:  THE PSYCHICAL SCIENCE CONGRESS AND THEOSOPHY AT THE PARLIAMENT (II): 
SESSIONS, SENSATIONS, AND SKEPTICS 
The formal opening of the Science and Philosophy Congresses took place on Monday, August 21, 
1893, at 10:00 A.M. in the Hall of Columbus at the Memorial Art Palace, before what the Chicago Inter 
Ocean described as “a large gathering of distinguished persons from the principal countries of the 
world.”1  Accompanying Auxiliary Congress President Charles C. Bonney to the platform were Elliott 
Coues and his wife Mary Coues, Ellen M. Henrotin, Richard Hodgson, Frederic W. H. Myers, and Dr. 
Edmund Montgomery—all of whom were either officers of the Arrangements Committee, members of 
the Advisory Council, or presenters of papers to the Psychical Science Congress.  After an address of 
welcome from President Bonney, various individuals were called upon to respond, including all chairmen 
of the various sciences.  Prof. Coues, in his response to the welcoming address, reminded the audience 
that psychical science was the “youngest of all the sciences,” and while it had yet to acquire the 
necessary status to be placed alongside “the sciences called orthodox,” it nonetheless had achieved 
considerable historical significance due to it placement in the congresses and its “official recognition at 
the hands of a great government.”2  Dr. Frederic Myers of London, the official emissary of the London 
SPR, in what the Inter Ocean referred to as “an eloquent address” stated that the objective of psychical 
research was “to reclaim the swamp of superstition and bring it into the domain of science” and that no 
better hope for its future could be found than in the city that had “reclaimed the swamp of Jackson 
park.”  Myers spoke of an “Anglo-Saxon spirit” that was at that moment encircling the globe with “its 
greatest intensity” expressed in the two “great cities” of London and Chicago.  In an apparent transfer of 
the mantle of psychical research, Myers offered that “We in London have made such a beginning and we 
1
 “Devoted to Science. Many Schools of Philosophy and Physics Meet.” Chicago Inter Ocean, August 22, 1893, 1. 
2
 Ibid., and “Congresses on Philosophy and Science,” Advance 27 (August 31, 1893): 653. 
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call now upon you in Chicago to accept from us the torch and make it burn forever more for the 
illumining of science and for the generations yet unborn.”3   
The Psychical Congress in Session: Some Opening Presenters and Papers 
The Congress of Psychical Science assembled later that Monday at 2:30 p.m. in Hall 26 which 
soon became overflowing, requiring its relocation to a larger hall.  In the opening address Chairman 
Coues expressed his belief that psychical science was indeed a true science, securely established upon 
facts which promised to further reveal nature’s remaining secrets and uncover the myriad mysteries of 
the mind to which there were seemingly no limits.  This address, the keynote of the congress, pointed to 
a scientific spirit which Coues promised would guide the proceedings.  Coues, always the optimist when 
it came to proclaiming the benefits to be accrued from advances in psychical research, predicted that “It 
is probably not too much to expect from this congress a marked effect upon human morals and social 
ethics with even a remedy for many existing ills and wrongs.”4  Richard Hodgson, vice-chairman of the 
congress, followed Coues with a paper titled “Human Testimony in Relation to Psychical Phenomena.”  
The final two papers of that first afternoon session were devoted to spiritualism, with Giles B. Stebbins 
of Detroit, presenting “A Brief Critical History of the Spiritualistic Movement in American Since 1848” 
and Frederic Myers reading a paper by the Rev. Minot J. Savage of Boston titled “Spiritualistic 
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1893, 7. See also “Columbian Congresses on Science and Philosophy,” Science 22 (September 8, 1893): 135; and 
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Interpretation of Psychical Phenomena.”  The evening session met at 8:00 p.m. in the Hall of Columbus, 
one of the two large halls with a seating capacity for over 3,000 temporarily constructed just for the 
Auxiliary Congresses.  Four papers were read at this session including one by Benjamin B. Kingsbury of 
Defiance, OH on “Contributions to the Bibliography of Periodical Literature Relating to Psychical 
Science.”5  Both Giles Stebbins and Rev. Savage were well-known American spiritualists, reflecting the 
pro-Spiritualist flavor that would continue throughout the Congress while Kingsbury was a prime 
example of the non-scientific presenter, a relatively obscure figure, even in psychical research, that 
would represent a tendency throughout the Congress which would provoke criticism from outside 
observers. 
The morning session on Tuesday, August 22 opened with Dr. Coues reading congratulatory 
telegrams sent by numerous dignitaries from around the world including Camille Flammarion, the Royal 
Astronomer of France and a prominent psychical researcher, William Crookes, a well-known physicist 
from Great Britain who had been investigating spiritualism since the 1870s, and Lady Henry Somerset of 
England and her close friend and traveling companion Frances E. Willard, both temperance leaders of 
world-wide fame who served on the Advisory Council.  Telepathy was a featured topic at the morning 
session with a paper by Frank Podmore of the London SPR on “Experimental Thought-Transference” 
read by Frederic Myers.  Podmore’s paper dealt with the emergence of telepathy as an explanatory 
concept in British psychical research and the subsequent difficulties investigators encountered in 
experimentation.  Thought transference was also the subject of a paper accompanied with 
demonstrations by Dr. Alexander Blair Thaw (1857-1937) and his wife Florence Dow Thaw (1864-1940).  
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Florence Thaw was a well-known portrait painter whose work could be found exhibited in the Belle Arte 
Gallery in Rome and the Corcoran Gallery in Washington, D. C. while Blair Thaw was a poet of some 
repute who frequently contributed poems and articles to the Hibbert Journal.  Dr. Thaw demonstrated 
before the Congress some procedures of telepathy by using mental suggestion to send thoughts to his 
wife while she was in a hypnotic state.6 
 The morning session closed with the reading of two papers by Ludwig Deinhard of Munich, a 
German occultist virtually unknown today among Anglo-American historians of psychology and 
occultism and little known even among German historians.7  One paper, written by Mr. Deinhard himself 
and titled “The Question of Phantasmal Apparitions” discussed the manner of bodily movements in the 
astral plane. The other paper, written by Carl Du Prel (1839-1899), had for its subject: “A Program for 
Experimental Occultism.”8  Du Prel, a German philosopher, spiritualist, occultist, is a far better known 
figure in current historiography9  Du Prel, for example, is credited with creatively envisioning the 
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conjoining of occultists and engineers who would develop varieties of psychical technology such as 
television.  He speculated further on ways in which spiritualists and engineers might begin to “integrate 
physiology, psychology, and anatomy into [a] program of how technology and spiritualism should 
mutually advance each other.”10  Both du Prel and Deinhard, along with psychiatrist Albert von 
Schrenck-Notzing and editor-attorney Wilhelm Hubbe-Schleiden, were instrumental in forming the 
Psychologische Gesellschaft (Psychological Society) of Munich in 1886, an organization that would help 
define the contours of psychic research in Germany over the next three decades.11   
 At the Tuesday evening session Frederic Myers read a paper by the Henry and Eleanor Sidgwick, 
two leaders of the London SPR, entitled “Veridical Hallucinations as a Part of the Evidence for 
Telepathy.”  In commenting on the paper one newspaper described the eerie evening scenario which set 
the background for the theme of the paper.  First, the writer noted that “night seems to add zest in the 
psychical gathering at the art palace,” bringing with it “a suppressed flutter and a disposition to 
neighborly exchange of experiences between adjacent chairs not noticeable at the day meetings.”  The 
reporter further remarked that the reading by Myers of the Sidgwicks’ paper on hallucinations and 
apparitions at death had produced “a decidedly weird effect” what with the “soft strains of music 
[coming] from an adjoining hall…accompanying the peculiar, undulatory voice of the speaker, [and ]the 
spluttering of the electric lights which threatened to go out altogether.”12  A perfect setting, it seemed, 
for the telling of ghost stories.  Richard Hodgson followed that presentation reading a similar paper on 
“Some Experiments in Thought-Transference and Their Significance” prepared by Dr. A. S. Wiltse, a 
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physician from Skiddy KS who was best known at the time for a near-death, out-of-body experience 
(OBE) which occurred in 1889.13 
Dr. Wiltse first related his OBE account, one of the earliest recorded occurrences of such 
experiences, in a paper read before the Tri-State Medical Society of Tennessee, Alabama, and Georgia in 
Chattanooga, TN on October 15, 1889 and which subsequently appeared in the St. Louis Medical and 
Surgical Journal.  Wiltse, suffering from a prolonged case of typhoid fever, had been pronounced dead 
by his attending physician and remained in a state of “apparent death” for about half an hour.  He 
claimed, at the moment of death, to have entered another state of consciousness in which he witnessed 
“the interesting process of the separation of soul and body,” emerging from his head as a sort of spirit 
rising from the ground until his soul took the form of his deceased body.   As his new embodied soul 
gazed upon his former but now dead body, Dr. Wiltse began walking out of the room, passing through 
other bodies of the living as though they were nonexistent.  Soon he was afloat in the air “upheld by a 
pair of hands, which I could feel pressing lightly against my sides” which ushered him across the sky at a 
rapid rate of speed.  Finally, he was dropped down on a road at the edge of a forested mountain range 
where he faced what a voice told him was the boundary between the eternal world and the one he was 
about to depart.  Once he passed, the voice warned, he could not return to his body.  As he began to 
cross the threshold into the eternal world he was stopped by an invisible hand and became unconscious.  
Upon waking he discovered he was back in his sick bed, gazing upon the face of his startled physician.14 
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The Tuesday evening session also featured a talk by Dr. John E. Purdon M.D. (1839-1925) of 
Cullman, AL on “Certain Experiments with the Sphygmograph,” a presentation described by one 
newspaper as “perhaps the most remarkable paper read before this congress.”15  The sphygmograph 
was a pulse-reading/recording instrument which Dr. Purdon claimed demonstrated that the nervous 
system of one person could in fact act upon the nervous system of another person, even to the point of 
fostering communication between the spirits of the dead and living persons once a medium was placed 
en rapport with a spirit.  The sphygmograph fastened at the wrist with a needle recording the pulse 
tracings on paper.  Dr. Purdon displayed a number of photographs of his twelve-year period of 
experiments comparing his own pulse rate to those of his subjects.  The photographs indicated that the 
pulse rates of subjects gradually came to resemble his own until both readings were almost identical.  
Purdon theorized his results proved the existence of a psychic ethereal realm allowing for the 
transference of mental and physiological attributes moving from one person to another.  According to 
the doctor, the recorded pulse tracings generated through the sphygmograph provided the physiological 
evidence that bodies and minds could act upon other bodies and minds from a distance without direct 
physical contact.16  In a recent article discussing Purdon’s work with the sphygmograph, Carlos S. 
Alvarado, a historian of parapsychology, has indicted that the device had been fashionable in the mid-
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nineteenth century as part of efforts to develop instruments which could provide accurate recordings of 
physiological process, but that its usage was in decline by the time Purdon began his experiments.17  
Two papers of the week-long congress that were devoted to psychical phenomena in ancient 
and classical periods were presented by two figures deserving mention here but who are not generally 
associated with the history of psychical research:  the Rev. Dr. William C. Winslow who read “Psychism 
Amongst the Ancient Egyptians,” and Dr. Alexander Wilder M.D., who presented “Psychic Facts and 
Theories Underlying the Religions of Greece and Rome.”  Rev. Dr. William Copely Winslow (1840-1925) 
was widely known in Episcopal and archaeological circles both in the United States and in Europe.  Dr. 
Winslow served as rector of St. George’s Church in Lee, MA from 1867 to 1880, arriving later in Boston 
to take the position of chaplain at the St. Luke’s Home for Convalescents in Roxbury.  He was at one time 
editor of the University Quarterly Review and assistant editor of the New York World, the Christian 
Times, the American Antiquarian and the American Historical Register.18  Rev. Winslow served on a 
number of Advisory Councils for various Departments of the World’s Auxiliary Congress, including 
history, philology, and psychical science—contributing papers to the African, Philological, and Psychical 
Science Congresses.  He received the degrees of L.L.D and D.D. from St. Andrews in Scotland and a D.C.L. 
from The University of King’s College along with an honorary Ph.D. from Hamilton College in 1886.  In 
1880 Dr. Winslow devoted several months to the study and exploration of Egyptian archeological sites, 
and was actively involved with the Egyptian Exploration Fund immediately upon its founding, having 
helped organize an American branch in 1883.  Three years later he became the Fund’s honorary 
treasurer and in 1885 he served as vice-president of the American branch.  Archaeologist, historian, 
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journalist, and lecturer, Dr. Winslow was also a Fellow of the Royal Archaeological Society of Great 
Britain, to which he and George Bancroft were, up to that time, the only Americans elected to an 
honorary fellowship.19  He represents a unique type of minister-archeologist not usually associated with 
psychical research.  
 Alexander Wilder, M.D. (1823-1908), a philosopher, philologist, and medical historian who read 
a paper on psychism in ancient Greece and Rome, was a highly regarded leader of eclectic medicine in 
America.20  Eulogized by colleagues at the time of his death as “the most erudite philosopher it has even 
been our pleasure to meet in the ranks of the medical profession,” Wilder was a prolific author with his 
numerous writings appearing in various popular and medical venues .21  For example he frequently 
published articles on occult philosophy in Metaphysical Magazine and beginning in April 1907, 
continuing until the time of his death, he contributed an article every month to The Word, a monthly 
magazine edited by H. W. Percival devoted to theosophy.  Dr. Wilder also edited and annotated HPB’s 
Isis Unveiled, receiving gracious acknowledgements from her for his work on her two volume magnum 
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opus. He was also President of the School of Philosophy, a member of the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science, the Medico-Legal Society, and a host of other philosophic, reformatory, and 
scientific societies.22  One physician and associate described Dr. Wilder’s final moments of life where he 
“acted like one conscious of an approaching overwhelming ordeal [with] his soul…wrestling with some 
unseen power.”  As a spiritualist, Dr. Wilder had written a great deal upon questions of the soul and 
immortality and this particular friend believed the doctor, as he lay dying, was “testing out in the final 
struggle as to whether he had correctly solved the mystery.”23  Dr. Wilder is representative of those 
physicians practicing irregular medicine with proclivities to spiritualism and psychical research, 
suggesting a link between non-allopathic medicine and interest in occultism. 
 Another intriguing and largely overlooked figure today who delivered a mid-week paper on 
“Dreams, Considered from the Standpoint of Psychical Science” was physician, biologist, and 
philosopher-scientist Edmund Duncan Montgomery (1835-1911).  Born in Edinburgh, Scotland, 
Montgomery pursued his education in Berlin and Bonn, earning an M.D. from the University of 
Wurzburg in 1858.  He married Elisabet Ney, a grandniece of Marshall Ney of France who became a well-
known sculptor, at Madeira in 1863.24  Montgomery continued to practice medicine at Madeira and 
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Rome until leaving a successful medical practice in 1869 to devote his whole attention to scientific 
research.  In 1870 Montgomery and Ney (she retained her own last name throughout their marriage)  
emigrated to America where after a two year stay in Thomasville, GA they relocated to Texas where 
they purchased the Liendo plantation outside of Hempstead.  Here Montgomery set up a laboratory to 
study protozoa and muscle fibers, devoting the remaining forty years of his life to developing his bio-
philosophical doctrine of “vital organization,” a philosophy rich in “poetical mysticism” which explicated 
the chemical processes by which living organisms interacted with the environment, creating further 
complexity in their physiological evolution.25  Dr. Montgomery was for years a contributor to Mind, the 
Popular Science Monthly, and the Boston Index, among other journals in this country and Europe.  
According to the historian of philosophy Morris Keeton, Montgomery’s notion of “vital 
organization” can be regarded as “one of the most brilliant philosophic syntheses in the history of 
American thought.”  Publishing articles in American, British, and German journals over the signature 
“Edmund Montgomery, Hempstead, Texas,” readers began to refer to him as “the cowboy philosopher 
of Texas” and “the hermit of Liendo.”  In exploring the organic foundations of knowledge, Montgomery 
conceived the human ‘knower’ as a highly complex organism whose psycho-physical integrity was 
maintained through self-restoration in reaction to environmental influences.  Since the human individual 
reacts to the environment with bio-chemical complexity, knowledge, Montgomery concluded, “must be 
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a product of dynamic interaction with environment.”26  Montgomery’s philosophical synthesis was first 
brought to public attention in 1878 in an article in E. L. Youmans’ Popular Science Monthly, a publication 
known for its coverage of evolutionary thought.  His greatest exposure came during the 1880s when he 
published numerous articles in the Boston Index and Mind.  B. F. Underwood, a member of the Psychical 
Science General Committee and editor of the Religio-Philosophical Journal at the time of the Psychical 
Science Congress, gave Montgomery extensive exposure in the both the Boston Index and The Open 
Court, eventually inviting Montgomery to deliver a paper at the Psychical Congress.  Montgomery did 
not enjoy the exposure he would have received holding an academic position or had he lived in a large 
metropolis.  In addition, his difficult writing style and mystical excursions made reading his varied works 
cumbersome and distracting, and he was better known among German readers than British or 
American.27  
The Psychical Science Congress closed with an evening session on Friday, August 25, featuring 
papers by Elliott Coues on “Exhibition of ‘Spirit Photographs’ Known to be Spurious, and of Others which 
have been Supposed to be Genuine,” and Frederic Myers on “The Evidence for Man’s Survival of Death.”  
Dr. Myers fascinated the audience with the revelation that he had taken steps to communicate with his 
friends after his death by placing a sentence sealed in an envelope and which would remain in the 
possession of the London SPR.  After departing from this plane of existence, his spirit would then 
communicate that sentence to a living medium sensitive enough to receive messages from the spiritual 
world, and that individual would repeat it to the officers of the organization.  At that point, the sealed 
envelope would be opened, and if the contents were identical with the sentence provided by the 
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medium, the ability to communicate with the spirit world would be established, bringing to an end once 
and for all the question of whether the human personality survived death.  Myers urged all those in 
attendance to follow his example and prepare statements to be relayed to family and friends by a 
medium following their deaths, making all of them workers in psychical research.28   
The Remarkable Case of Mollie Fancher: Psychic Invalid and National Curiosity 
One of the more widely-discussed papers of the Psychical Science Congress covered in the 
national press was read on Wednesday morning, August 23, by Judge Abram H. Daily, of Brooklyn who 
reported on the rather curious circumstances surrounding the life of Mary J. “Mollie” Fancher (1848-
1916).29  Abram Hoagland Dailey (1831-1907), a former judge of the Fourth District Court of Brooklyn 
and prominent New York spiritualist, was approached by Elliott Coues who requested him to prepare a 
paper on the history and peculiar manifestations pertaining to the well-known “Brooklyn Enigma.”  
Judge Dailey agreed and followed upon on his Psychical Congress paper by publishing a full-length 
account of Fancher’s life.30  Though nearly forgotten today, Mollie Fancher enjoyed the distinction of 
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being the most widely-known ‘psychical invalid’ in America throughout the second half of the 
nineteenth century.  Her case brought to public attention controversial medical and psychological issues 
including:  the seemingly improbable ability to stave off death following months and years of near-
absolute fasting; the much-disputed psychical phenomena of clairvoyance, coupled with the capacity to 
see and hear the dead; and the perplexing condition of multiple personality disorder, which received 
increased psychiatric attention at the end of the nineteenth century.  Bedridden as an invalid at age 
sixteen from two bad accidents, and frequently in severe pain, her case, in the late 1870s, attracted the 
attention of the nation’s two foremost Gilded Age neurologists, William A. Hammond (1828-1900) and 
George M. Beard (1839-1883), both of whom, without ever examining her for themselves, lent their 
prestige and authority to a campaign of discrediting Fancher and the claims made on her behalf by her 
own attending physicians and friends.31  Her story deserves some attention here as it reveals the 
problematic nature of marshaling scientific evidence for extra-sensory perception at the fin-de-siècle 
and for the attention it attracted before, during, and immediately following the Psychical Science 
Congress. 
 Born in Attleboro, MA on August 16, 1848 to James E. and Elizabeth Crosby Fancher, young 
Mollie Fancher received her formal education at the Brooklyn Heights Seminary under the direction of 
Principal Charles E. West.  Professor West later described her as a “sweet girl of delicate organization 
and nervous temperament…highly esteemed for her pleasing manners and gentle disposition.”  By all 
accounts Mollie was an excellent student but her fragile health, ascribed to an undetermined nervous 
condition, caused her removal from the seminary prior to the graduation of her class in 1864.  
Prescribed a regimen of horseback riding for her nervousness she was thrown from a horse on May 10, 
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1864.  Following her recovery from multiple injuries sustained during that fall, a little more than a year 
later, on June 8, 1865, her skirt caught on a projecting hook while exiting a street car and she was 
dragged anywhere, depending on the account, from a few yards to nearly a block over a rough 
pavement.  This marked the beginning of her fifty-year bedridden invalidism.  By the following February, 
in 1866, she suffered from convulsions, losing her sight, vision, and hearing.  She then became quasi-
comatose (called a trance at the time) and for the next thirteen years took little nourishment, living on 
just water and small morsels of food.32  According to the testimony of her attending physicians, Samuel 
Fleet Speir (1838-1895) and Robert Ormiston, who attested to the long-period of fasting, Mollie now 
possessed clairvoyant abilities, including ‘second sight’ or sightless vision soon after coming out of her 
first coma or trance.  She could reveal the contents of sealed letters that she had never held in her 
hands, describe events happening at great distances, and locate lost articles.33  The Brooklyn Daily Eagle 
took an interest in the stories and rumors circulating around her home at 160 Gates Avenue and soon 
other New York newspapers, including the Sun and Tribune, followed suit.  These city papers had a 
number of reporters gathering and publishing the more remarkable details of her bedridden life such 
that by the time of the Psychical Science Congress, she had become “the best known psychical freak in 
the country…a case of world-wide interest to physicians, clergymen, and psychologists.”34 
 Although paralyzed below the waist and unable to use her arms normally, she allegedly 
developed embroidery skills by lifting her arms over her head, selling the crocheted items to sight-seers 
gathering outside of her home.  As news of her newly-found psychical abilities spread her home became 
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a veritable tourist attraction, with people flocking by the thousands to her doorsteps hoping to catch a 
glimpse of her or at least purchase a souvenir from the little shop located on the first floor of her home.  
Referred to by the papers as “the sensation of the day,” P. T. Barnum offered to pay her handsomely if 
she would allow him to exhibit her in a gold-plated bed, even offering to arrange a luxurious private car 
for her comfort, but she refused to become a circus exhibition.35  In the early 1890s, as her physiological 
conditions and overall health improved, her paranormal psychological skills faded and she became a 
somewhat ‘normal’ invalid.  One newspaper account, published in 1938 long after Fancher’s death, 
suggested that the beginning of an improvement in her physical condition coincided with the death of 
her aunt, Susan E. Crosby, who had been her caretaker and doorkeeper.  The article attributed Mollie’s 
hysteria to the subconscious influence of this aunt who was “suspected of nothing more than 
participation as an accomplice in Mollie’s mind-reading acts,” as well as being the “actual maker of the 
crocheting, embroidery, and wax flowers that were sold to pilgrims as the invalid’s work.”36 
In 1878, the astronomer Henry M. Parkhurst subjected Mollie to a test of her extra-sensory 
perception which he regarded would provide conclusive proof of her clairvoyant abilities.  Parkhurst 
prepared a sealed envelope containing scissored passages of printed material which he had never seen.  
He only knew that that the cut-up slips of paper were taken, at his suggestion, from some bills at that 
time being considered before the Maryland constitutional convention.  Although precautions were 
taken to prevent her from opening the sealed envelope, Mollie was allowed to touch and handle it 
whereupon she communicated that she could read the words ‘court’, ‘jurisdiction,’ and the numbers ‘6’, 
‘2’, ‘3’, and ‘4’.  Unable at the time to speak or write, we are told that she communicated through the 
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laborious process of spelling out single letters of the alphabet by knocks as they were called out aloud.  
When the letter was returned to Parkhurst, the seal still intact, he opened the envelope and found to his 
amazement that she was correct.  An account of Parkhurst’s experiment appeared in a letter he 
submitted to the New York Herald on November 30, 1878, with an editorial comment describing it as 
“the most important paper yet called forth by the discussion of the case” and that it was hardly unlikely 
that Parkhurst, “a man of scientific bent and methodical business habits…could have been deceived.”  In 
his 1952 book, The Physical Phenomena of Mysticism, Herbert Thurston, called the Parkhurst 
experiment “Perhaps the most satisfactory evidence preserved to us regarding Mollie Fancher’s strange 
powers of vision and in particular her faculty of reading sealed documents.”37  
Henry M. Parkhurst (1825-1908), described recently as a “remarkable American astronomer,” 
lived with his wife in Brooklyn, close to the Fancher home, where both were welcome visitors in Mollie’s 
sickroom.  Although an amateur astronomer, he enjoyed considerable respect from fellow astronomers 
and frequently contributed to the Sidereal Messenger and Astronomy and Astro-Physics.  Parkhurst also 
enjoyed the distinction of becoming the first American ‘phonographic reporter’.  From 1848 to 1854 he 
was Chief Official Reporter for the United States Senate, reporting Daniel Webster’s speeches and was 
among the first men to bring women into the profession of stenography.  He later became the official 
reporter for the Superior Court of New York, invented a new harmonic organ, patented a new type of 
proportional dividers, and published papers on “A New Currency.”  For nearly forty years Parkhurst 
published The Plowshare, devising an alphabet in which each character stood for a single sound and 
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each sound represented a single character.  His work in stellar photometry is still acknowledged by 
astronomers today.38 
 Both Hammond and Beard brushed aside the testimony of well-respected, but neurological 
non-experts such as Parkhurst and Drs. Speir and Ormiston. “We have not, in our profession, a more 
honorable or able body of men than some of the Brooklyn physicians that have been directly or 
indirectly connected with the case of Mollie Fancher,” Beard acknowledged, “and yet the instincts of the 
majority both the general practitioners and specialists of nervous diseases reject all their testimony 
relating to claims of clairvoyance, mind-reading, and prophecy.”39  Samuel Fleet Speir (1838-1895), one 
of the Brooklyn physicians disparaged by Beard, graduated from the medical department of the 
University of New York in 1860 with “the highest honors, having won the ‘Mott Gold Medal’ and the 
‘Van Buren Prize’.”  After studying in Europe for a year and a half, he learned of the application of new 
plaster of Paris splints which he introduced in the treatment of Union soldiers during the Civil War.  
After the war he returned home to Brooklyn where he became a surgeon at the Brooklyn Eye and Ear 
Infirmary, earning “public respect and confidence, and the esteem of his co-practitioners until he had 
risen to the highest rank of the medical men of Brooklyn.”40  
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 Judge Dailey’s book on Mollie Fancher met with criticism at the time of its appearance from 
different reviewers who questioned the value of the evidence marshaled in support of Mollie’s 
clairvoyant abilities, including the much-publicized test of astronomer Henry M. Parkhurst.  William 
Romaine Newbold, a psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania who wrote extensively on hypnotism 
and psychical phenomena at the turn-of-the century concluded that the evidence provided by Dailey 
“will seem satisfactory only to those who are already satisfied of the possibility of clairvoyance.  It will 
do little towards establishing that possibility.”41  Much later, however, there were still defenders of 
Dailey’s book to be found who vouched for the credibility of the testimony found in its pages.  Herbert 
Thurston, for example, while acknowledging that some of the sympathetic observers of Fancher’s 
physical and psychical abilities were “quite likely …guilty of considerable exaggerations,” could not bring 
himself to believe that Judge Dailey’s book “could have been compiled and published if the experiences 
and faculties laid to her credit were not substantially in accord with facts.”42   
 Like George M. Beard, Dr. William A. Hammond vigorously attacked the claims of Parkhurst, 
Speir, and others close to Fancher and in 1878, in response to Parkhurst’s published account of Mollie’s 
powers of ‘second sight,’ proposed his own test, offering her $1,000 if she could read the contents of a 
sealed letter in the presence of himself and two other New York neurologists of his choosing.  Springing 
to Fancher’s defense in the face of this challenge was Epes Sargent, a well-known Boston Spiritualist and 
writer.43  Brushing aside what he called the “impotent and unscientific antagonism “ of the two 
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neurologists, Sargent castigated Hammond for his ill-conceived plan to test Mollie Fancher’s clairvoyant 
powers, arguing that such monetary challenges had been proposed since the telepathic experiments of 
Mesmer’s chief disciple, the Marquis de Puysegur, had become well known in 1784.  These challenges 
had always been rejected by physicians or others looking after the clairvoyant subject. “And why 
declined?” Sargent quizzed, “Because you might as well expect the needle to point true while you are 
agitating the compass as expect to elicit clairvoyance under the stress and excitement of anxious 
motive, or under the disturbance produced by the simple presence of an uncongenial person, 
aggressively disposed.”  The manifestation of clairvoyant phenomena, Sargent insisted, was “delicate 
and uncertain” and easily “impaired or spoiled by anything that excites anxiety or irritation, or appeals 
to cupidity.”  All serious investigators of such phenomena, he insisted, knew this quite well and it 
accounted for the reason why physicians having patients displaying clairvoyant abilities refused to 
subject them to the money test.  Quoting Alfred Russel Wallace, the noted naturalist and spiritualist, 
Epes suggested that the failure to read the envelope’s contents, which would surely be the result of a 
test such as Hammond’s, would be equivalent to denying the ability of an expert rifleman, who had on 
occasion, hit the bull’s eye of a target at one thousand yards, to hit it in a one-chance, one thousand 
dollar challenge.  “How can any number of individual failures,” Sargent asked, “affect the question of the 
comparatively rare successes?”  Sargent brushed aside Hammond’s challenge as unfeasible and 
impractical charging that failure would prompt the clairvoyance deniers to claim the issue was settled.  
But in Sargent’s view, such a test with the inevitable failure would settle nothing.44 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
Sargent (1813-1880),” in Encyclopedia of American Poetry: The Nineteenth Century ed. Eric L. Haralson (Chicago 
and London: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 1998), 376. Two of Sargent’s works dealing with spiritualism are 
Planchette, or, The Despair of Science: Being a Full Account of Modern Spiritualism, Its Phenomena and the Various 
Theories Regarding it, with a Survey of French Spiritism (Boston: Roberts Bros., 1869); and The Scientific Basis of 
Spiritualism (Boston: Colby and Rich, 1881). 
 
44
 Dailey, Molly Fancher, 162-164. On Hammond and Fancher see Stacey, Fasting Girl, “Dr. Hammond’s War,” 102-
131. For Epes Sargent’s defense of Fancher, see Stacey, 234-239.  
 
197 
 
 Although she claimed to be able to see her departed mother, deceased friends, and even catch 
glimpses of heavenly scenes, Fancher distanced herself from any association or identification with 
Spiritualism.  A very religious woman, a number of her trusted friends, including two Presbyterian and 
Baptist ministers, were decidedly opposed to spiritualist doctrine.  She denied, for example that the 
preparation and publication of Judge Dailey’s book was undertaking on behalf of furthering the cause of 
Spiritualism.  On numerous occasions she was approached by spiritualists and asked to become a 
medium for sprit communications but rebuffed all such requests.  She confessed that when she came 
out of her trances she was sometimes “grieved because I have been taken away from brighter and 
better conditions in another world, than what I find in this.”  She reported, in Judge Dailey’s book, the 
comforting feeling of her mother and other deceased friends “around me, and in my dreary days of 
sickness, pain and suffering, and when my spirit is depressed, I can hear her tender voice speaking to me 
words of cheer, bidding me ‘bear up, and be brave, and to endure’.”45 
 With the widespread coverage of the Fancher paper at the Psychical Congress and the 
subsequent press notices of the book by Judge Dailey, the Medico-Legal Society of New York appointed 
a committee to investigate, in cooperation with Judge Dailey, himself a past president of the Society, the 
alleged paranormal abilities of Miss Fancher.  The committee, chaired by Dr. George Chaffee called one 
day at the Fancher residence in Brooklyn only to be rebuffed by household staff.  At the next meeting of 
the Society’s executive committee Judge Dailey reported on the reasons why the investigating 
committee was denied permission to examine Miss Fancher.  He briefed the committee on the 
substantial change and improvement in her physical condition, including weight gain and the use of her 
hands, which had reduced her psychical abilities, diminishing in particular her clairvoyant powers.   
Dailey, believing the proposed investigation of her psychical powers by the medical committee would be 
unsatisfactory and damaging to her reputation, had advised against it.  The Medico-Legal Journal called 
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the decision “unfortunate” pointing out that such an investigation “could have done no harm, 
and….would have had great weight in settling mooted questions in regard to her case.”46 
On February 3, 1916 she celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of her bedridden life, calling it a 
“golden jubilee.”  At her death, just a week after the fiftieth anniversary of her invalidism, the press 
treated her sympathetically as one who had heroically endured decades of sometimes extreme 
suffering, calling her “obscure and beautiful life…a splendid lesson for this tired and restless age.”  The 
New York Sun, which had long provided coverage of her remarkable life, lauded her for setting “an 
example of fortitude and cheerfulness in suffering that heartened and upheld many a weary man and 
woman.”47  Michelle Stacey has aptly described Mollie Fancher as “one of those most intriguing of 
historical figures: one whose prominence is powerful but brief, and whose legacy lies not in what she 
herself accomplished but in what she ignited.” Though nearly forgotten today, this bedridden invalid 
“became a lightning rod for some of the largest intellectual storms of the time.”48 
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Ernest Hart and the Mind-Reading Challenge 
 Prompted in part by the claims put forward regarding Mollie Fancher by Judge Dailey at the 
Psychical Congress, one episode which irritated congress organizers and which received a fair amount of 
coverage during the week of the Congress was the challenge thrown down by Dr. Ernest Hart, editor of 
the British Medical Journal, to any mind-reader, telepathist, medium, or clairvoyant to read the numbers 
and letters of a bank-note he had secured in a wooden pine box.  As Hart remains an important figure in 
connection with the Psychical Congress, some background on his remarkable career is necessary before 
proceeding to the stir he caused at the congress.  Ernest Abraham Hart (1835-1898) became Dean of St. 
Mary’s Hospital at the age of 28, editor of the BMJ at 30 and, in spite of some religious discrimination 
[he was Jewish], president of the Harveian Society in London at the age of 32.  When only 20 years old, 
he was introduced to Thomas Wakley and four years later he became co-editor of The Lancet.  In 1871 
Hart was elected chairman of Parliamentary Bills Committee of the British Medical Association, a 
position from which he would have enormous influence on British social and health reform initiatives.  
For example, his interest in poor-law work-houses led to the establishment of the Metropolitan Asylum 
Board, whereupon he helped draw up the Infant Life Protection Act which significantly reduced the 
lucrative practice of baby farming.  In 1881 Hart was instrumental in organizing the Smoke Prevention 
Exhibition at South Kensington, and the following year assisted in leading the Smoke Abatement 
Movement which sought to counter health issues and property damages caused by smoke pollution.  
According to David Ryde, an English general physician whose brief article remains a useful source, Hart’s 
efforts in reducing the spread of cholera and typhoid through promoting purer drinking-water and 
cleaner milk in London “find few parallels in English social history.”  One medical periodical at the time 
hailed Hart as “unquestionably the foremost public man of his day…in the modern science of ‘Preventive 
Medicine’.” It was largely through Hart’s ceaseless efforts that the British Medical Association became 
the widely recognized, powerful professional body it is today.  As editor of the British Medical Journal 
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for 32 years until his death, Hart increased the journal’s circulation from 2,000 to 21,000 copies and 
lengthened its content from 20 to 64 pages.  Diagnosed as a diabetic in 1883, and in spite of a leg 
amputation in 1897, Hart remained editor of the journal until his death the following year.49 
 In spite of the impressive medical and social reforms Hart initiated and achieved during his 
lifetime, his reputation will be forever dogged by the disturbing rumors surrounding the suspicious 
circumstances of the death of his first wife, Rosetta Levy, whom he married in 1855.  Although a coroner 
ruled her death the result of accidental poisoning, Hart’s interference in her treatment, whether 
intentional or inadvertent, is thought by many to have caused her death in November 1861.50  For 
example, a report in the Medical Times and Gazette suggested that Hart interfered with the attending 
doctor’s recommendations to let the illness run its course by administering medicine to suppress her 
vomiting.  The belief that Hart was in some way responsible for his first wife’s death underscored the 
theme of a novel by Julia Frankau, who knew Hart personally, under the synonym of Frank Danby and 
titled Dr. Phillips: A Maida Vale Idyll (1887).  The plot centers on an affair between a woman and a 
Jewish doctor who murders his wife in order to pursue a relationship with his mistress and their child.  
The doctor’s wife dies on the operating table when he interferes with her surgery, but his hopes are 
dashed when his mistress departs with a younger man and his daughter dies.  The novel, something of a 
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sensation in its day, resonated with the alert reading public who at once recognized the fictional Dr. 
Phillips as the enigmatic Dr. Hart.51 
 The public challenge by Hart to participants at the Psychical Science Congress was issued on the 
first day of the Congress, appearing in the August 24 edition of the Chicago Tribune.  Reflecting that the 
sessions getting underway at the Psychical Congress presented a “favorable opportunity” for bringing to 
light “the pretensions made by psychical researchers, clairvoyants, mind-readers, and telepathists, to be 
able to see otherwise than ordinary mortals see with their everyday eyes,” Hart did not hide his disdain 
for the humbug he regarded was passing for science at the Memorial Art Palace.  He indicated that a 
lifetime investigating and exposing so-called marvelous phenomena associated with mesmerism and 
hypnotism had convinced him that “all the alleged phenomena of clairvoyance, telepathy, thought 
transference, and so-called spiritual communication” were “delusions, impostures, or misinterpreted 
facts.”  Hart announced he would place a bank note for $1,000 in a sealed pine box that would become 
the property of any “man, woman, or child, medium, thought-reader, clairvoyant, or telepathist” who, 
within forty-eight hours of declaring to do so, read and repeat the numbers on the bank draft.  In order 
to declare, Hart also required the demonstrator to deposit $100 which would then be donated to a city 
charity.  The challenge would remain open until the end of the month.  In a mocking tone, Hart stated he 
would receive the communication of acceptance either “by post or by telepathic agency or by spiritual 
communication to me or any form of correspondence in which they may be adept and which they may 
prefer.”52 
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 When asked about his feelings regarding the challenge, Elliott Coues replied that he would like 
to see telepathy and mind-reading “tested just as much as Dr. Hart,” but the Psychical Science Congress, 
he indicated, was not the place to conduct such investigations.  Coues regretted that Dr. Hart and others 
had somehow received the impression “that this is a convention of fortune-tellers, clairvoyants, card-
readers, and the like.” Coues emphasized that the gathering of psychical researchers in Chicago was for 
the scientific consideration of “hitherto incomprehensible phenomena of the mind, just as a congress of 
doctors might discuss the functions of the liver.”  Coues went on to point out that similar challenges had 
been thrown down over the years and the conditions in which the challenges have always been made 
“would be likely to end in defeat for the clairvoyant or telepathist.”  Richard Hodgson, vice-chairman of 
the congress, also brushed aside Hart’s challenge by pointing out that the congress was “not in the 
mind-reading business.”  Calling the challenge “ridiculous” and “absurd,” Hodgson insisted that Hart’s 
conditions doomed the undertaking to failure, emphasizing that the faculty for clairvoyance, “even 
when it is possessed, is not subject to the will of the possessor.”53  B. F. Underwood, editor of the 
Religio-Philosophical Journal, the official organ of the Psychical Science Congress, later weighed in on the 
conditions of such a proposed test:  “No person, at the suggestion of an investigator, can read correctly 
the mind of some other person, even though a large reward be offered.”  Skeptics who questioned the 
existence of psychical phenomena, Underwood explained, did not understand that the exercise of 
psychical powers depended “upon peculiar conditions that may be present only at some particular time, 
possibly only once or twice in the lifetime of an individual.”54  Clearly, the proponents of psychical 
science were fully aligned, as they had been in 1878 regarding Mollie Fancher, in their beliefs about the 
nature of paranormal mental powers and the conditions under which they could be produced. 
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Three days after the initial announcement of the challenge appeared, the Chicago Tribune, on 
Thursday, August 27, reported that Dr. Hart had just received two replies to his challenge.  While 
“smoking cigarettes and sipping lemonade” in the Irish Village on the Midway Plaisance the previous 
afternoon, Hart was handed a letter offering to take up challenge.  The would-be challenger referred to 
himself as “the humble and unknown author of ‘The Dream of Love and Fire’,” and that like Hart, he had 
also spent a lifetime studying the curious phenomena being discussed at the Psychical Congress.  But the 
letter-writer objected to Hart’s conditions, describing them as unfair and discriminatory.  First, he 
indicated, anyone possessing psychical abilities “must be by natural law too poor to put up $100 forfeit,” 
and second, the terms stipulated by Hart were “calculated to defeat the simple natural law of the 
‘positive-passive-negative,’” which the author indicated permeated the atmosphere and environment.  
The letter was signed ‘Respectfully, Frederick L. Horton.’  Hart confessed that he had never read The 
Dream of Love and Fire and didn’t quite understand the natural law of the positive-passive-negative.  He 
was also struck by the notion that any possessor of clairvoyant powers should be poor by natural law, 
insisting that if such individuals could see through a pine box or a sealed letter, “why can’t they see 
through a mountain, the treasures of gold and silver it may contain, and at once form a joint stock 
company to get the metal out?”  If $100 was too much to put up for the challenge, Hart would instead 
place a $10 note in the wooden box, asking only $1 to be deposited as acceptance of the challenge.   The 
only conditions he insisted upon were that the box be securely sealed and that only he was to know the 
serial numbers on the bank note.   Dr. Hart was then handed another letter of acceptance from H.D. 
Mugerditchyan, manager of Carl B. King, a mind reader of some repute who had been appearing at 
different entertainment venues in and around Chicago.  The manager wished to form a committee to 
whom Hart would disclose the bank note number which would then be hidden somewhere on the 
World’s Fair grounds.  Mr. King, the mind-reader, would then pick one of the committee members to 
hold on to while ‘leading him’ to where the bank note number was hidden.  Finding it would then prove, 
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in the manager’s mind, that Carl King was in fact a legitimate mind-reader and should therefore receive 
the $1,000.  Hart scoffed at the offer: “Ha! Muscle reading.  Cumberland told how that was done.  It’s a 
mere trick.”  Hart insisted that he would not tell anyone the numbers on the bank note and that Carl 
King would have to “read” the numbers on the note sealed in the box.  Hart also disparaged Elliott 
Coues’ response to the challenge he had issued to the Psychical Congress, mocking Coues reply that the 
congress had nothing to do with “clairvoyants, card readers, and the like.”  “That is his answer to my 
challenge?” Hart cried, while “Judge Dailey gravely declares that Mollie Fanchon [sic] has vision which 
penetrates partitions and walls, and sees clearly what is going on at a distance of 100 miles, and that she 
can read letters that are still unsealed?”  Now becoming indignant, Hart rebuked Coues’ charge he had 
stipulated impossible conditions for the challenge.  Hart insisted he had only set conditions “which 
thought-readers and clairvoyants declare themselves able to overcome.”  He then extended the time his 
challenge would be open, moving the chance to accept from the end of August to twelve months.55  
The whole affair came to a head during the Thursday afternoon session of the psychical 
congress at the Memorial Art Palace.  Elliott Coues was just calling the session to order when Ernest Hart 
approached the podium demanding to be heard.  Accounts in the newspapers vary on exactly what 
transpired next.  According to the Chicago Herald (the story subsequently picked up on the wire by the 
New Orleans Daily Picayune) indicates that as Hart approached the podium no one had any idea who he 
was and simply assumed he was the first scheduled speaker.  As he made his way to where Coues was 
standing, Hart loudly announced that he had something to say to the audience.  Chairman Coues, 
                                                          
55
 “Mindreaders Accept. But Dr. Hart Refuses the Conditions They Ask.” Chicago Tribune, August 27, 1893, 5.; and 
Chance for Mind-Readers. Dr. Hart is Skeptical and Has $1000 to Pay for Conversion.” New Orleans Daily Picayune, 
August 27, 1893, 9. Frederick L. Horton, The Dream of Love and Fire (Boston: Estes and Lauriat, 1888), 42 pages; 
Frederick L. Horton, Natural Laws Govern Spirit and Mind Which in Turn Govern Body; A Compilation of Truths that 
Made the Unbelieving Compiler Believe (Chicago: by the author, 1908), 38 pages. For so-called  “mind-reading” of 
bank notes incorporating techniques of muscle reading, see Stuart Cumberland, A Thought-Reader’s Thoughts, 
Being the Impressions and Confessions of Stuart Cumberland (London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle & Rivington, 
1888), 305-318; and Charles Gatchell, “The Methods of Mind-Readers” Forum 11 (April 1891): 192-197. For the 
popular home and parlor entertainment variety of muscle-reading called the “willing game,” see Richard Hodgson, 
“Telepathy,” Chautauquan 16 (January 1893): 409-413; and Cumberland, A Thought-Reader’s Thoughts, 223-226. 
  
205 
 
pounding the podium with his gavel and attempting to call the session to order, demanded he sit down 
until the sessions were underway, whereupon the Congress would hear what he had to say.  Hart, 
becoming angry and shaking his fist at Coues, insisted that he would not wait, claiming that “I have 
something to say of importance to the public and I am going to say it.”  Turning to face the audience 
Hart then denounced anyone associated with the congress or professing a belief in spiritualism as 
“imposters” and repeated his mind-reading challenge to those in attendance.  Once again, Coues 
insisted that Hart desist, as the congress was about to begin its regular session.  But Hart refused to be 
silent and continued haranguing the audience.  Thereupon Chairman Coues sent for Clarence Young, 
Secretary of the World’s Congress Auxiliary, who tried to reason with Hart but to no avail.  As heated 
words began to exchange between the two men, Secretary Young put his hands upon Dr. Hart in an 
attempt to escort him out of the Hall of Washington.  A brief scuffle ensued in which Hart raised his fist 
close to Young’s face and as the Picayune described it, “Mr. Young’s left eye suddenly came in contact 
with the worthy doctor’s right fist.”  Coues rushed to assist Secretary Young and Hart was persuaded to 
leave the hall.  The paper described Secretary Young the next day as “carefully nursing a purple spot 
beneath his left eye.”  Various newspaper columnists could not resist making witty remarks of the 
altercation in the context of the congress.  One paper wrote “Clearly the secretary was not a mind-
reader, or he would have left Dr. Hart alone,” while another remarked that Hart’s fist had left “an 
impression on the secretary which the other psychical investigators could perceive for several days 
without the slightest aid from telepathy.”  Charles Carroll Bonney, President of the World’s Congress 
Auxiliary, expressed regret that such an incident had taken place at one of the congress sessions.56 
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 But a different account of the confrontation at the Memorial Art Palace appeared in the Chicago 
Inter Ocean in which there was no mention of a physical altercation ever occurring.  Instead, the Inter 
Ocean reported that it was explained to Hart that the rules for all the Congresses prevented anyone not 
listed on the program from making speeches or interrupting a speaker.  At that point, the paper 
indicates, Hart was “led off as peaceful as a lamb, and the congress settled down to the calm 
consideration of hypnotic suggestions and other kindred topics.”57  Hart himself, in a letter to the editor 
of the Inter Ocean also denied any physical confrontation between himself and Secretary Young.  Hart 
referred to the alleged encounter as “absurdly ridiculous” and “highly imaginative…even beyond the 
limits of romance.”  He claimed that he had been invited by President Bonney to attend a series of 
congresses, indicating he had several letters from Bonney and he was registered as a member of the 
psychical and other congresses.  He decided, he said, after reading in the paper of the alleged abilities of 
Mollie Fancher, to publicly make the offer to her or any others by “the simplest possible test.” Whether 
or not she could read the bank note sealed in the box Hart expressed no public opinion although his 
private view was that she could not.  As for statements by Coues and Hodgson that the test was 
“ridiculous and impossible,” Hart answered that if his offer appeared ridiculous it was “only because 
their profession of being able to read through a pine partition is ridiculous.”  Hart also claimed to have 
left a written letter with Coues to be read before the congress audience and that he had never heard of 
a congress which did not allow discussion.  As for any fisticuffs occurring, Hart wrote “There was no 
thought on the one side or the other of any physical altercation.  The statements published to that 
effect are absolutely and scandalously untrue.”58   
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 Yet there is reason to question Hart’s denial of hitting Clarence Young with his fist if only for his 
well-known tendency for displaying violent behavior.  The British medical historian, P. W. J. Bartrip, in 
his history of the British Medical Journal portrays Hart’s relationship with James Wakley, the Lancet’s 
second editor, as one of “open hatred [with] constant rumours of libel and even threats of violence” due 
to Hart’s persistent attempt to become joint editor of the Lancet and Wakley’s insistent refusal to do so.  
During one “angry altercation” between the two men Bartrip believes it is most likely they came to 
blows as Wakley “had ‘an extremely warm temper, and the editorial room of The Lancet was more than 
once the scene of a personal fracas.”  If indeed such an encounter unfolded Bartrip believes Hart would 
have gotten the worst of it as Wakley, a large man, was an accomplished boxer and Hart “a diminutive 
chain smoker.”59   
 Those newspapers that covered the mind-reading challenge generally sided with Hart over the 
psychical scientists.  One Montana paper lauded Hart’s credentials as an investigator and discreditor of 
the type of phenomena being put forward at the psychical congress.  Indeed, Hart had previously 
demolished, in a series of publications in the British periodical Nineteenth Century, the claims of the 
French psychiatrist Dr. Jules Bernard Luys (1828-1897) who believed he had evoked from his subjects 
‘higher phenomena’ through his hypnotic experiments at the Charité Hospital in Paris.  The papers 
presented at the psychical congress only whetted Hart’s appetite to destroy once again the rearing of 
what he regarded as self-delusions, impostures, and misinterpreted facts.  The newspaper called the 
reasons that congress leaders had provided in response to Hart’s challenge “unsatisfactory,” chiding 
congress officials for lacking confidence and congratulating Hart for “put[ting them all to flight.”60  Even 
the New York Times complained that those gathered at Chicago for the congress had “failed to take 
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advantage of a great opportunity,” presuming that “in these days of financial stringency there are many 
clairvoyants who are in the ranks of the unemployed or who experience difficulty keeping the wolf from 
the door.  To these the offer of Dr. Hart should be very inviting.”  Since Hart had extended his challenge 
from two weeks to twelve months the Times argued it was more than sufficient time for making “such 
arrangements with mahatma[s] or other shadowy familiar[s]” to claim the $1,000 prize that could be 
used for the further dissemination of occult doctrines.61 
What the newspapers who supported Hart’s challenge to the psychical congress didn’t know 
was that Hart knew full well the challenge could not or would not be met.  He had said so in his 1893 
book, Hypnotism, Mesmerism, and the New Witchcraft, where he acknowledged the futility of 
attempting to prove, through tests, the existence of extra-sensory mental powers.  In that work, Hart 
wrote that “there is no use laying down a test…for the clairvoyants….How often, for example, have 
[they] been asked to read some document or tell the number of a bank note carefully locked up, and 
always in vain?”  Arguing that clairvoyants, spiritualists, and their allies generally protested to the sort of 
tests he and others favored, he shrugged that there was simply no choice but to “take what they tell you 
in the way they tell it to you.”62  He was also undoubtedly aware of the controversy surrounding the one 
thousand pound wager put to the famous American mind-reader Washington Irving Bishop in 1883 by 
MP Henry Labouchère of London.  The challenge protocols were almost identical to the format laid 
down by Hart in Chicago as Bishop was required put up 100 pounds in advance before he attempted to 
read a bank note number sealed in an envelope.  Both Labouchère and Bishop claimed victory during 
the test but the issue was never resolved.63  One observation to be taken from Dr. Hart’s mind-reading 
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challenge to the Psychical Science Congress is that he had a penchant for provoking controversy, 
especially when it came to subjects particularly galling to him, even when he was aware that no 
satisfactory results could ever be drawn should such a test ever be undertaken. 
In support of this contention regarding Hart’s proclivity for creating controversy just for the sake 
of doing so, we need only examine other occurrences which took place during his 1893 stay in the 
United States.  For Hart provoked the ire of more than just the spiritualists and psychical researcher 
gathered in Chicago.64  His attacks on homeopathic medicine further demonstrated his inclination to 
create controversy and generate hostility.  One particularly blatant episode occurred at the Pan-
American Medical Congress, held not in Chicago but in Washington, DC.  Due to the heterogeneous 
nature of American medicine in the late nineteenth century, there was no unified Congress of Medicine 
at the World’s Congress Auxiliary.  Instead, there were a number of specialized congresses leading off 
with Medicine and Surgery, followed in order by Homeopathic Physicians and Surgeons, Eclectic 
Physicians and Surgeons, Dentistry, Medico-Climatology, and Medical Jurisprudence.  A separate 
Congress of Charities, Correction and Philanthropy was also held for hospital physicians, nurses and 
superintendents of insane asylums, and a Congress on Public Health was held in conjunction with the 
annual meeting of the American Public Health Association.  Noticeably absent from the congresses was 
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the American Medical Association, which held its own separate gathering, the Pan-American Medical 
Congress, in Washington, DC  from September 5-8, 1893.65     
It was at the Pan-American Congress where Hart created a furor when he denounced all 
physicians who practiced homeopathy and any regular physicians who consulted with homeopaths or 
assisted them in surgical practice.  Hart had been invited by the AMA to speak on medical ethics and 
stunned many physicians in attendance with his scathing remarks and admonishments to avoid any kind 
of professional contact with homeopaths, denouncing them as quacks and calling for their exclusion 
from the profession, insisting that any regular physician who consulted with homeopaths was 
“irrational” and a “traitor to the confidence of the profession.”66  Homeopathic and eclectic medical 
journals in America exploded with indignation over Hart’s remarks, complaining that he “probably has 
done more to break down the Code of Ethics than any one else” and described his presentation to the 
Pan-American Congress “as bold a piece of blatant effrontery and ill-disguised hypocrisy as was ever 
imposed upon the American people.”67  At the time of Hart’s attack homeopathy was a well-established 
sect in America with over 12,000 practitioners and representatives on all State Medical Examination 
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Boards.  It was therefore regarded as “a breach of decorum of the first magnitude….to publicly insult a 
large and honorable contingent of the medical profession of America.”68   
Furthermore, Hart apparently over-stepped his position as an invited guest of the AMA by 
showing the same sort stubbornness he had displayed at the Psychical Congress in Chicago.  A 
correspondent from the Monthly Homeopathic Review [London] wrote that Hart had to be called to 
order by Dr. William Pepper, President of the Pan-American Congress for violating the rules of the 
proceedings by continuing to speak for several minutes after being asked to desist.  Hart subsequently 
proceeded to introduce a resolution before the Convention, when President Pepper had to again call 
him to order, informing him that he was not a member of the AMA, but simply an invited guest and did 
not have the privilege to introduce resolutions.  The correspondent’s report was at wide variance with 
Hart’s own account of the reception of his address before the Congress in which he stated that his 
remarks were received with “great applause and aplomb.”69  Hart’s attempts to continue speaking while 
being called to order by President Pepper at the Pan-American Congress runs parallel with his attempts 
to speak at the Psychical Science Congress in spite of attempts to silence him by Chairman Elliott Coues.  
The visit to the United States by Ernest Hart in the summer and fall of 1893 and his attempts to get 
‘under the skin’ of psychical researchers and homeopaths indicates the disparity of strength between 
psychical research and homeopathy.  While the homeopathic press united in force to denounce Hart’s 
interloping attempts to drive a wedge between medical factions in America, the general press in the 
United States did not come as valiantly to the defense of the pro-spiritualist and clairvoyant-friendly 
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group of psychical researchers gathered in Chicago.  The disparity in organizational and journalistic 
strength of the two groups could not better be illustrated in the escapades of Ernest Hart in Chicago and 
Washington, DC. 
Reactions to the Psychical Science Congress 
 The Psychical Science Congress was viewed in many minds as a great publicity platform for 
“spiritualists, clairvoyants, hypnotists and other such theorists” and there is much to be said for this 
view.70  The Congress featured presentations and even demonstrations of spiritualism nearly every day 
while papers devoted to mesmerism, hypnotism, clairvoyance, and telepathy were much in display.  The 
general reaction of much of the press was that the congress had been underwhelming.  As for Coues 
stated goal of establishing psychical science among the recognized sciences, the Chicago Inter Ocean 
found it to be more like “where the discoveries in electricity were when Franklin succeeded in drawing 
lightning from the clouds, and before he had so much as put up a lightning rod.”  As for the congress 
itself and its accomplishments, the paper conceded that while there had been a great deal presented 
regarding “supposed spiritualism and the nourishing of the hope of immortality, the seeker after 
knowledge and wisdom…must have been disappointed at the barrenness in results.”  Better to rely on 
the teachings and practical results found in Christianity, it determined, for “the ample and satisfactory 
proof of the reality of the invisible world [and] the everlasting rock of spiritual truth.”71 
 A different perspective was offered by Frederic Myers, one of the foremost Congress 
participants, who took away a positive view, regarding the Congress as “successful” and finding 
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encouragement in the “growing interest taken in our studies in a city which has a perhaps unique claim 
to represent the future of the Western world.”  Referring to audience attendance as “unexpectedly 
large” Myers expressed satisfaction at the turnout of several hundred to a thousand persons attending 
each session, especially when considering the unpleasant conditions in the Hall of Washington with its 
“bad acoustic properties, and exposed to the almost continuous noise of a large adjacent railway 
station.”72  This temporary hall, one of two constructed for the World’s Congress Auxiliary, was situated 
just “a few feet away from the snorting, bell-ringing engines and rumbling freight trains of the Illinois 
Central Railroad.”73  According to his recent biographer, Myers had unsuccessfully attempted to 
convince Charles Richet and Oliver Lodge to attend the Chicago Congress, even offering to pay their 
expenses from the coffers of the London SPR.  Myers was concerned about the attention that “vulgar 
American Spiritualists” would steal at the Congress and wanted to offset their presence with a number 
of prominent psychical researchers associated with the London group.  Still, even with numerous 
Spiritualists appearing on the program, Myers was overall quite pleased with the outcome of the 
Congress, writing his wife Eveleen about his impressions on speaking before a large audience on “The 
Evidence for Man’s Survival of Death” at the final session of Friday evening’s gathering:  “Last night over 
1000 people came and sat in absolute stillness while I held forth about immortality etc. & then cheered 
me, and rushed up to me, & shook hands, & blessed me, & joined the SPR, & said all kinds of things 
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which I won’t repeat.”74  Myers returned home to London convinced that Chicago would become the 
next psychical capital of the Western world, even supplanting London as the center for Anglo-American 
psychical research. 
 But Myers’s favorable impressions of the Congress were not fully shared by the English occult 
press, particularly William Stead’s Borderland magazine.  According to Stead, “With the exception of Mr. 
Myers’ and one or two other papers, the Psychical Congress seems to have been rather dull.”  Although 
“several papers of considerable value [were read],” Stead thought that most of papers presented “were 
hardly up to the level of the occasion.”75  Stead’s verdict did not coincide with the view of the Religio-
Philosophical Journal, the official journal of the Congress, which proclaimed that the Congress had been 
“a grand success, surpassing…the most sanguine expectations.”  As far as the papers which were 
presented, the R-PJ stated “there was not a [single] dull one with most of them [rather] able and 
brilliant.”76  Stead’s editorial assistant at Borderland, Miss Ada Goodrich-Freer gave the R-PJ the benefit 
of the doubt in its gushing review of the Congress, but was quick to add that the proceedings should 
“have been much better.”  She particularly regretted the lack of internationally known speakers of the 
caliber that had presented papers at the 1892 Second International Congress of Experimental 
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Psychology held in London, although she conceded that a number of American speakers in Chicago may 
have been more widely recognized in the United States, enjoying greater distinction than what the 
readers of Borderland might have been aware.  Yet she still expressed disappointment with the quality 
of the presentations, noting that even the papers read on behalf of English and European scientists were 
already quite well-known to any reader familiar with the Proceedings of the Society of Psychical 
Research.77  
 An overall favorable impression of the Congress was given by one prominent American 
theologian and religious periodical editor, the Rev. Dr. Stephen J. Herben.  A Methodist Episcopal 
minister, Stephen Joseph Herben (1860-1937) graduated from Northwestern University in 1889 and was 
ordained shortly thereafter.  The following year he became associate editor of The Epworth Herald, a 
position he held for fifteen years until he was named associate editor of The Christian Advocate.  A 
longtime friend of Thomas Edison, Dr. Herben conducted the funeral services held for the famed 
inventor in Rosedale Cemetery, West Orange, NJ on October 21, 1931.  According to Rev. Herben, the 
Psychical Science Congress “was one of the most interesting, if not the most profitable, of the many 
congresses held during the summer in the World’s Fair city.”  Dr. Herben based his judgment on what he 
called “the number of prominent men and women it drew to Chicago…the character of the topics 
discussed, and its immense popularity.”78  An article in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch agreed with his 
assessment, referring to the Congress, replete with its sessions on psychical research, as “the greatest 
and most important ever held.”79 
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 Not nearly as impressed as Rev. Herben with the Congress and its sessions was the well-known 
anti-Mormon author and journalist J. H. [John Hanson] Beadle (1840-1897).  John Beadle’s letters from 
Salt Lake City to the Cincinnati Commercial subsequently published as Life in Utah (1870) brought him 
national recognition in the late 1860s.  He later settled in New York City where he joined the staff of 
editors and correspondents of the American Press Association.80   In writing of the Psychical Congress, 
Beadle described it as “a very remarkable affair—so interesting that it was actually painful.”  He pointed 
to the devotion of various speakers, “men and women of profound learning,” who “soared after the 
infinite and dived after the unfathomable and strove to draw aside the veil which hides the 
impenetrable and the intangible.”  Beadle surmised that he could “afford to wait elsewhere for these 
grand results,” leaving the Art Institute and strolling over to the Midway Plaisance to enjoy the 
entertainments and distractions, “as I generally do when I grow weary of science and high art.”81 
Theosophists Triumph at the Parliament  
 If the Psychical Science Congress, apart from its drawing power and popular interest, seemed to 
have under-achieved in the high expectations that Elliott Coues and other organizers hoped would 
immediately follow upon the conclusion of the Congress, the Theosophists, just a few weeks later, were 
to meet with far greater success, in the verdict of the press, with their own special Congress.  This 
Congress, held on September 15 and 16, with a special evening session assigned for September 17, was 
organized as a separate but inclusive section of the World’s Parliament of Religions, and brought the 
theosophical message of universal brotherhood and unity of all religious faiths to increased public 
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attention and consideration.  Stripped of its occult content by President Bonney, who disallowed the 
Theosophists from expounding upon occult philosophy and practices (he believed such matters had 
been sufficiently explored at the Psychical Science Congress), the Theosophical Congress would be 
offering no presentations devoted to astral travel or secret Masters.  Instead, they were limited in 
presenting Theosophy solely as a religion and system of ethics.  Still, George E. Wright, chairman of the 
Local Committee of Arrangements, believed that Bonney had gone out of way to show consideration for 
the Theosophists.  One incident in particular stood out in Wright’s mind as a demonstration of courtesy 
and fairness that the Swedenborgian Bonney had shown to Theosophists.  Wright had returned to 
Chicago in August 1893 following an extended summer vacation.  When he called at Bonney’s office to 
discuss some details of the upcoming Theosophical Congress, the Auxiliary Congress President profusely 
apologized for what had just taken place at the Psychical Science Congress and assured Wright that he 
had rebuked two speakers for their discourtesy displayed towards the Theosophical Society.   Not 
knowing what Bonney was referring to, Wright inquired about what had happened whereupon Bonney 
apologized once more for the papers delivered by two members of the London SPR—William Emmette 
Coleman and Walter Leaf—which had been highly-charged attacks on theosophical doctrine and its 
leadership.   Wright had not even heard about the two papers and reassured Bonney that the matter 
was “utterly insignificant,” that “the principal stock in trade of the Psychical Research Society consisted 
of abuse of the Theosophical Society,” and that it would be “cruel to deprive them of their principal 
topic on such an occasion, especially as all such attacks [have] failed to injure us.”82 
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          Parliament managers assigned the two-day theosophical sessions to Hall 8, one of the smaller 
halls with a seating capacity of around 500 people located on the main floor of the Art Institute.  
Congress officials were doubtful about the theosophists being able to even fill that particular hall.  But 
on the morning of Friday, September 15, Hall 8 was nearly packed to capacity an hour before the session 
was scheduled to open and extra chairs were brought in to the room.  As the 10:00 A.M. opening hour 
approached the hall was now overflowing with scores of additional people trying to squeeze themselves 
in.  It was at that point that the Lutheran Congress, which was just getting underway in the adjacent Hall 
7, offered to switch halls with the Theosophists.  Hall 7 had a capacity of 1,500 but when the 
announcement was made, there was such a rush for seating that in a matter of minutes it too was 
completely filled.  Audiences throughout the Friday sessions continued to grow, and on Saturday 
adjacent halls had to be used to supplement the regular sessions.  As a result of the overflowing crowds, 
Parliament managers made available to the Theosophists the Hall of Washington for an additional 
session Saturday evening.  As throngs of eager listeners packed the Hall of Washington that night, 
Parliament officials decided to hold another special session the next evening on Sunday.  All told, there 
were three sessions on Friday, three more on Saturday, September 16, and the one Sunday evening 
session on September 17.83  Wright estimated the crowd on Saturday night to be at around 3,000, and 
since the extra session on Sunday evening had only been announced on Saturday, he expected a much 
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smaller crowd.  Instead, Wright was amazed to see “every seat in that vast audience room occupied, and 
hundreds of people standing in the aisles and along the walls.”84 
 On the morning of Friday, September 15, 1893, George E. Wright opened the first session of the 
Theosophical Congress with a rhetorical question:  “Can we or do we fully appreciate the importance of 
this occasion?”  Referring to the hundreds of participants at the World’s Parliament of Religions as 
“makers of history,” Wright proclaimed that “no event in ancient or modern times” had “such great 
direct benefit to the human race.”  He announced that that the world was now entering “a new era, an 
era of liberality in thought, in investigation, in religion.”  And of course the theosophists saw themselves 
in the forefront among those who were paving the way for liberality in thought and religious truth.  As 
William Q. Judge, head of the American Section of the Theosophical Society and presiding Chairman of 
its Congress put it, Chicago and the Parliament had become “the intellectual centre towards which in 
this year of 1893 all the culture of the world will turn,” bringing into its fold a “new era of light, liberty of 
thought, and religious expression, and above all, the spirit of universal fraternity with which the 
Theosophical Society is animated and of which it is the standard-bearer.”85  The featured speaker of the 
morning session was Annie Besant (1847-1933), a leading spokeswoman of Theosophy and forceful 
public speaker who delivered a talk on “Theosophy as a System of Truths Discoverable and Verifiable by 
Perfected Men.” She told her captivated audience that Theosophy, as religion, philosophy, and science 
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embodied complete truth:  “A perfect knowledge of spiritual things, a perfect knowledge of intellectual 
verities, [and] a perfect knowledge of scientific facts.”86    
 By, far, the star attraction of the three-day Theosophical Congress was Mrs. Besant, who as the 
head of the English Section of the T. S. and Madame Blavatsky’s direct successor was the best known 
leader of theosophy at the time.87  Her first visit to Chicago had been the previous December where she 
was the guest of Mrs. and Mrs. George E. Wright.  Asked about the state of theosophy in America, Mrs. 
Besant replied that she was “pleased to observe a marvelous improvement…in the attitude of the 
American mind toward theosophy [in that] ridicule and laughter have given place to solemn and labored 
argument.”  During that first stay in the city, she gave two lectures before large audiences at Central 
Music Hall on the evenings of December 9 and 10, 1892.  On the first night, she was introduced by the 
Rev. Dr. Hiram W. Thomas who described her as a “distinguished writer and lecturer, and a worker in 
several philanthropic enterprises.”88  When she arrived in the city the following September to 
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participate in the Theosophical Congress, one biographer, Arthur S. Nethercot, noted that her arrival 
was “properly heralded in the papers as the due of such a famous speaker.  People jammed into the T. S. 
headquarters in the Athenaeum Building on Van Buren Street to meet her” with the public “seemingly 
athirst for the message of Theosophy.”89  Mrs. Besant was one of the speakers at the Saturday evening 
session of the congress in the Hall of Washington which drew a crowd of over 3,000 attentive listeners.  
Nethercot believes that it was the overwhelming response to her Saturday night presentation that 
prompted the Parliament managers of the Parliament to suggest holding an extra session on Sunday, 
something to which the Theosophical leaders gladly agreed, and to which they were once again assigned 
the great Hall of Washington, accommodated now with extra balcony seating.   
 One of the more remarkable anecdotes of the Congress occurred during that Sunday evening 
session.  William Judge was in the middle of delivering his opening address to a packed audience in the 
Hall of Washington when the Rev. Dr. John Henry Barrows (1847-1902), pastor of Chicago’s First 
Presbyterian Church and Chairman of the General Committee on the Congress of Religions (or the 
World’s Parliament of Religions) entered the Hall and approached George Wright, asking him if he could 
interrupt Judge for an important announcement.  When taking the podium, Rev. Barrows explained to 
the audience that the Hall of Washington had originally been reserved for the Presbyterian evening 
session but that they were now meeting in Hall 7.  The problem was that there was hardly any audience 
present in the Hall and Barrows assumed that the Presbyterians must have come to the Hall of 
Washington by mistake and asked them to rise and follow him to Hall 7.  According to Jerome Anderson, 
editor of the Pacific Theosophist, Rev. Barrows “marched out with a great deal of confidence but not a 
single person followed him, and when the doors opened to let him out twenty-five or thirty came into 
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an already over-packed hall.”90  George Wright later wrote that the audience had at once “recognized 
the situation, and a smile passed over the broad sea of upturned faces.”  But before the Hall could erupt 
into applause, Wright indicated that Chairman Judge “calmly resumed his discourse at the place where 
he had been interrupted.”  Mrs. Besant was the final speaker of that remarkable evening, delivering a 
presentation on “The Supreme Duty.”  Her talk ended with another great ovation as large numbers from 
the audience crowded up to the platform to shake hands with  Annie Besant, William Judge, and the 
other speakers, with one woman walking around them all for a time because she “’wanted to feel their 
vibrations’.”91 
 One member of the T. S. named A. Marques, writing from Hawaii, hailed the Theosophical 
Congress as “the most triumphant, wonderful success ever obtained by any system of philosophy in its 
incipient stage.”  The Chicago press, in his mind, with its widespread coverage of the proceedings, had 
done much to foster that view, even giving the impression theosophy had attracted “more public 
attention than the whole parliament,” helped no doubt, he thought, by the attacks of the two psychical 
researchers in August, unexpectedly benefitting the Theosophists “better than the cleverest 
advertising.”  The exuberance of this writer over the packed galleries who gathered to hear Annie 
Besant, Isabel Cooper-Oakley, and Henrietta Muller from the English Section, along with Professor 
Gyanendra Nath Chakravarti, a noted Brahmin scholar, and Hevavitarana Dharmapala, a Buddhist 
representing the Indian section of the T. S., led him to declare that “even if the entire building had been 
one vast room, the Theosophical Congress would have filled it.”  This writer observed that Theosophy 
“has received an incommensurable impulse, such as its warmest friends could not have dared to 
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anticipate,” and that even in faraway Honolulu, advertisements were now appearing posted by local 
theosophists wanting to form public study groups, and Mr. Marques expected that a formidable number 
of people would be interested in learning more about the ‘wisdom religion’.92   
The three day congress and the resultant press coverage undoubtedly helped make theosophy 
better known to thousands of people across America.93  Chicago in 1893 had provided a showcase and a 
vast public platform for the exposition and examination of spiritualism, theosophy, and psychical 
research.  All three varieties of progressive occultism enjoyed considerable exposure due to 
presentations of some of their most important leaders and spokespersons.  In a certain sense, the 1893 
Congresses were the pinnacle of popular interest in Chicago for the three movements.  While all three 
survived deep into the twentieth century and beyond, none would be able to sustain for long the level 
of public attention they drew at the World’s Congress Auxiliary, where their leaders seemed poised, at 
least in their own minds, to lead them into the mainstream of science, religion, and public philosophy, 
with promises of great things to come once discoveries in the occult domain had brought practical 
results to pressing social and economic concerns.  One of the striking features of the whole progressive 
occult movement in Chicago, climaxing in the Psychical and Theosophical Congresses, was the presence 
of upper-middle-class women in both organizational and programmatic roles. The next chapter will 
discuss the women who made up the Woman’s Committee of Organization for a Psychical Science 
Congress, focusing on two women in particular—Frances Willard and Lilian Whiting—who demonstrated 
a penchant for occultism.  The particular blending of spiritual uplift with social reform proffered by these 
women constituted the essence of progressive occultism at the fin-de-siècle.  But as the transatlantic 
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dispute between Willard and Ida B. Wells over perceived positions on lynching will show, the question of 
race haunted progressive women’s stance on social justice.
225 
CHAPTER SIX:  SPIRITUALIZED FEMINIST REFORM, WOMEN’S OCCULT PURSUITS, AND ‘PROGRESSIVE’ 
POSITIONS ON RACE 
Advanced Feminine Spirituality and Cultural /Political Progressivism 
In his 1888 address to the Western Society for Psychical Research hosted at the First Methodist 
Church in Chicago, Elliott Coues listed the ‘woman question’ foremost among his “Signs of the Times.”  
Coues had just arrived in Chicago from Washington DC where he had attended the inaugural meeting of 
the International Council of Women (ICW), held at Albaugh’s Opera House, Washington DC from March 
25 to April 1, 1888.1  Coues called the five day women’s conference “the most deeply significant 
spectacle it has ever been my lot to witness.”  As he listened to the addresses of numerous, prominent 
women leaders, Coues indicated he could sense something powerful permeating the atmosphere of the 
proceedings, an invisible yet perceptible presence of “that strange thing which some of us know as 
psychic force or spiritual power.”  These psychic forces, emanating from the female speakers, Coues 
insisted, were intrinsically important features of higher spiritual manifestations which could no longer 
be dismissed as just fanciful indulgences of the imagination.  For Coues, the ‘woman question’, as it was 
called at the time, derived its strength and momentum from these spiritual and psychical forces which 
he believed would bring success and triumph to the numerous causes women were actively pursuing at 
the time.  An advanced feminine spirituality, derived from the harnessing of occult, psychical forces 
1
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would undergird moral progress and social reform, bringing humankind to a more blissful state of 
mental and spiritual development.2 
 Coues was hardly alone in his assessment of the prevailing spiritual underpinning of the ‘woman 
question’ and the social harvest it would reap when applied to the larger questions of politics and 
economics pressing American society.  Others were quick to recognize the prominence of spiritual forces 
in the woman’s movement, with one theosophist ascribing the movement’s quickening pace to “the 
great wave of occult influence which has of late years swept through the world—Christian Science, Faith 
Cure and many forms of psychic force [which] have asserted their control.”  For this writer, a member of 
the Esoteric Section of the American branch of the Theosophical Society, “the sleeping soul…which 
represents the feminine,” was not only extending its benevolent hand to help others, but had brought to 
a suffering humanity “the spirit of life that pervades all things and moves the world.”3 
 For over thirty years now, beginning with the pioneering work of Janet Oppenheim, Diana 
Basham, and Alex Owen, through the more recent contributions of Christine Ferguson and Tatiana 
Kontou, historians of mysticism and metaphysics have pointed to the strong and vibrant affiliation 
between Victorian women and the occult.  Roger Luckhurst has emphasized this inter-relationship by 
pointing to “the novelty of psychical concepts [which] helped the self-definition of the New Woman, 
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herself a novel object.”4  One woman, writing in an occult journal published in Chicago in 1895, 
described the ‘new woman’ as spiritually energized and “filled with the impulse toward progress.  She is 
the woman who wants to know.  She wants the truth [and] she knows that only by knowing and living 
the truth can the life of the race be elevated.”5  Truth, from this perspective, of course, would be 
derived from spiritual or occult sources and it is indeed well-known that large numbers of women 
sought truth from these sources in the second half of the nineteenth century through a plethora of 
metaphysical activities and adventures.  Moreover, as Tatiana Kontou has recently suggested, the 
secularized public lives of and the inner occult or spiritual yearnings of these advanced, progressive 
women became intertwined and even indistinguishable as they pursued their particular crusades for 
women’s rights and social reform.6  As this chapter will show, the occult and the secular particularly 
blended in the lives of two women associated with the Psychical Science Congress—Frances Willard and 
Lilian Whiting, both of whom served on the Women’s Arrangements Committee.  A deep spirituality and 
intense interest in psychical matters guided both women in their respective public callings.  In the case 
of Frances Willard, a spiritualized feminist perspective and progressive vision became evident as she 
embraced ever more ambitiously sweeping reform undertakings.  Ultimately, however, her feminist 
spirituality fell short when it came to her speaking out as forcefully against racial injustices as she did 
when opposing the evils associated with alcohol consumption and sexual impurity.  Racial exclusion 
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stood as a dominant feature at the Columbian Exposition as the Board of Lady Managers, composed of a 
number of women associated with the Psychical Science Congress, openly discriminated against African 
American women.  In short, spiritualized white feminism—the highest expression of an advanced 
progressive womanhood—equivocated or floundered on the question of race.7 
 One early twentieth-century writer viewed feminism as a “psychic awakening,” with the 
woman’s movement in all its multi-faceted expressions symbolizing the “spiritual revolution sweeping 
the sisterhood of the earth.”  Above all else, this author regarded the woman question as spiritual, a 
generating of “the psychically creative forces of women for [the] advancement…of a spiritually 
perfected race.”8  Although this work did not appear until 1915, it reflected a prevailing sentiment 
shared by women actively involved with the myriad phases of the metaphysical movement.  For 
example, in a published response to a paper on “The Ethical Influence of Women in Education” read at 
the Women’s Congress in Chicago, Anna Byford Leonard, a prominent Chicago theosophist and activist 
in reform circles, stated that it was now “self-evident…that the unfolding of the spiritual nature…is the 
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most necessary factor in evolution,” and that women were “best fitted” to assist in this development.9  
Just a decade later, a Boston clubwoman wrote that the leading feature of a female led, advanced 
society was the discovery and application of “secret, occult, more recondite, finer forces” to be found 
“in the midst of which we live” and utilized properly in propelling society forward.  This advancement 
could only be brought about by women through the “development of the positive feminine moral force 
in her spirit and her life.”10 
 The Woman’s General Committee for the World’s Auxiliary Congresses, sometimes referred to 
as simply the Woman’s Branch, was led by its able and versatile vice-president Mrs. Ellen M. Henrotin, 
who oversaw all organizational matters on behalf of the president, Bertha H. Palmer, the wife of hotel 
mogul and leading Chicago businessman Potter Palmer, who was more fully engaged with the 
construction of the Women’s Building located on Exposition grounds and in determining exhibition 
allocations for various women’s organizations to be displayed inside the building.11  Mary Wilmarth, Lucy 
Flower, Sarah Hackett Stevenson, Myra Bradwell, and Frances Willard—all of whom were associated in 
one form or another with the psychical science congress as well as being prominent figures in local and 
national progressive reform—were also members of the Woman’s General Committee for the World’s 
Auxiliary Congress.   A Woman’s Committee for a Psychical Science Congress was named in August, 
                                                          
9
 Anna Byford Leonard, “Discussion of Mrs. Galpin’s Paper,” in The World’s Congress of Representative Women; An 
Historical Resume for Popular Circulation of the World’s Congress of Representative Women, Convened in Chicago 
on May 15, and adjourned on May 22, 1893, under the Auspices of the Woman’ Branch of the World’s Congress 
Auxiliary ed. May Wright Sewall, vol. 1, (Chicago and New York: Rand, McNally & Co., 1894), 117. 
 
10
 Clara S. Carter, “The Woman-Question,” Club Woman 10 (May 1903), 298. The idea that metaphysical and occult 
interests both stimulated and served alongside women’s reform interests during this period is presented in Beryl 
Satter, Each Mind a Kingdom: American Women, Sexual Purity, and the New Thought Movement, 1875-1920 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999); and Catherine Tumber, American Feminism and the Birth of New 
Age Spirituality: Searching for the Higher Self, 1875-1915 (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2002). 
 
11
 “Women Ready for Work. World’ Congress Auxiliary Committee Appointed.” Chicago Tribune, February 21, 
1891, 9. Myra Bradwell and Frances Willard were also on the Board of Lady Managers for the Columbian 
Exposition, as was Ellen Henrotin, who served on the Advisory Council of the Psychical Science Congress. Bradford 
and Willard were members of the Women’s Local Arrangements Committee for the Psychical Congress. “Women 
and the Fair. Personnel of the Board of Lady Manager.” Chicago Tribune, October 19, 1890, 30. 
 
230 
 
1892, the very moment the Men’s Committee of Arrangements was dealing with the death of its 
Chairman, Col. John C. Bundy.  The Woman’s Committee was a Who’s Who of professional women and 
reform activists, many of whom were prominent members and leaders of the Chicago Woman’s Club 
(CWC).  Named to the Woman’s Committee were:  Mary C. Bundy, wife of Col. Bundy and daughter of 
Stevens S. Jones, founding editor of the Religio-Philosophical Journal,—Chairman; Mrs. Eliza Archard 
Conner, noted newspaper journalist from New York City,—Vice-Chairman; Mrs. Frances E. Bagley, 
widow of former Gov. John J. Bagley of Michigan; Myra Bradwell, legal editor and one of the nation’s 
first female attorneys; Mary E. Coues, wife of Elliott Coues, who shared her husband’s penchant for 
spiritualism and psychical research; Mrs. Ernest E. Crepin , whose husband served on the men’s 
organizational committee; Mrs. Lucy Flower of Chicago, sister of Elliott Coues and a prominent social 
reformer who helped establish the first Juvenile Court in America and would later become the first 
woman elected to the University of Illinois Board of Trustees; Mrs. Marcia Louise Gould, of Moline, IL, 
president of the Illinois Woman’s Exposition Board; Mrs. Susan E. Hibbert of Washington, D. C., a close 
friend of Elliott and Mary Coues; Mrs. Sara A. Underwood, who presented a paper on automatic writing 
at the Psychical Science Congress and, along with her husband B. F. Underwood, edited the Religio-
Philosophical Journal on behalf of Mrs. Bundy; Lilian Whiting of Boston, famed journalist and New 
Thought writer whose paper at the Congress was read by her friend, the actress and journalist Kate 
Field; Mrs. Antoinette Van Hoesen Wakeman, Chicago newspaperwoman and club activist; Frances E. 
Willard, America’s most famous and beloved woman leader; and Mrs. Mary H. Wilmarth, friend and 
associate of Jane Addams who was well-known in reform circles throughout Chicago.12  Prominent 
Chicago women listed on the Advisory Council were Ellen Martin Henrotin, who oversaw all women’s 
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organizational committees for the World’s Congress Auxiliary, and Sarah Hackett Stevenson, a well-
known physician and reformer who happened to be president of the Chicago Woman’s Club at the time 
of the Columbian Exposition.  This was a remarkable group of women that found themselves drawn to 
progressive occultism and whose reform efforts reflected a deep spiritual motivation.  One newspaper, 
in commenting upon the appointment of this woman’s committee, pointed to the contribution that 
women would make at the Congress, noting that “their psychic faculties are usually more highly 
developed than those of men and they take more interest in the subject.”13  
As we saw in the opening chapter of this study, progressivism has more recently been 
conceptualized by historians not just as a conglomerate of political and social reforms but also as a 
constellation of religious and scientific movements with spiritualized underpinnings that directly 
impacted the thought and activity of various culture planes in seeking the higher life.  As one historian 
has put it, progressivism can be regarded “as a developing body of ideas” that can be located “from the 
mid-1880s onward.”14  Hence, occult science becomes a critical force in this expanded notion of 
progressivism.  In women’s progressivism, spirituality, whether rooted in occult notions of psychic forces 
or more conventional approaches found in traditional Christianity, was essential to how women 
perceived and coped with reality.  This spirituality of women, more than any other aspect of women’s 
live, enveloped the entire “domain of freedom, creativity, and wholeness,” where women brought 
together their “most basic commitments.”15  Women throughout America, as they began to organize 
more fully in gendered reform societies, injected an inspired spirituality into a host of localized urban 
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issues, with localization understood, according to historian David P. Thelen, as the “central fact about 
the progressive movement.”16 
Beginning in the 1880s no local urban center in America could boast a greater host of reform 
undertakings led by women than Chicago.17  At the heart of the city’s reform efforts lay the Chicago 
Woman’s Club, the nation’s premier women’s club and the organization that served as the linchpin for 
training leaders and developing an impressive network of city-wide female organizers and lobbyists.18 
Julian Ralph said of the organization, “I do not believe that in any older American city we shall find 
fashionable women so anxious to be considered patrons of art and of learning, or so forward in works of 
public improvement and governmental reform as well as of charity,” while William C. King concluded 
that the “amount of good accomplished by these women in reform work…is enormous.”19  Particularly 
was the vibrant spiritual impulse evident in the reform work of Chicago’s numerous progressive 
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feminists.20  Lacking the right to vote, but virtually central to the heart of social and political reform in 
the early years of the progressive movement, women were the crucial force  in agitating for urban 
reform, with some historians  even proclaiming that progressivism was, at its heart, a woman’s 
movement.21 
Frances Willard, Spiritualized Reform, and the Lure of the Occult 
 No American woman in the final two decades of the nineteenth century better represented the 
combination of spiritualized reform with active interests in occult pursuits than Frances E. Willard (1839-
1898) of Evanston, Ill.  In 1871 Miss Willard was named president of the Evanston College for Ladies 
(sometimes called Northwestern Female College) and two years later became dean of women and 
professor of esthetics when the college merged with Northwestern University.  The appointment of 
Charles Henry Fowler as the new University president forced Willard to resign in 1874 as she had broken 
off an engagement for marriage with him some years earlier and was uncomfortable with the new 
arrangement.  Willard then became national secretary of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union 
(WCTU or simply Union), becoming its president in 1879.  Organized in 1873, the WCTU soon became 
the largest women’s organization in the country, with a membership in 1897 at over two million.  
Frances Willard viewed the Union as a powerful vehicle for the spiritual, emotional, and mental self-
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development of its members.  With a legendary capacity for oratorical motivation, Willard led the 
organization and large numbers of its membership into areas of social and political concerns which 
ranged far beyond the narrower interests of temperance.22  Under the “Do Everything” policy, first 
outlined in her 1881 WCTU presidential address, social purity and suffrage became major reform efforts 
for the Union while her attempts to lead members into more radical movements such as socialism, 
organized labor, and occultism were met with resistance.23  Behind every reform initiative undertaken 
by Willard laid a strong spiritual motivation.  Indeed, it was this vibrant spirituality, derived from both 
conventional Methodism and psychical, occult movements which shaped Willard’s progressive 
outlook.24  In her autobiography, Glimpses of Fifty Years, Willard related a spiritual experience that 
provided the direction and inspiration for her reform career.  In 1876 she believed that she received a 
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message directly from God instructing her “to speak for woman’s ballot as a weapon of protection” that 
would guard the home and the family from “the tyranny of drink.”25 
Frances Willard was not merely the head of the temperance movement in America; by the late 
1880s she was the recognized leader of the entire woman’s movement.  She stood as the most 
prominent figure at the 1888 International Council of Women discussed earlier in this chapter—allowed 
more speaking time than any other woman leader present.  There she was selected president of the 
newly formed National Council of Women and that summer Willard became president of the Chicago 
Women’s League, the first local group of the National Council of Women.  No woman in America was 
engaged in a wider variety and volume of reform work or had aroused the consciousness of women 
across the nation as she had.  In 1888 Frances Willard also read Edward Bellamy’s utopian socialist novel 
Looking Backward, and in 1889 she became an associate editor of The Dawn, a journal promoting 
Christian Socialism.  Bellamy’s novels sparked a Nationalist movement, drawing large numbers of 
women into its fold.  By 1891 there were nearly two hundred Nationalist clubs active in cities across 
America.  Willard became an enthusiastic supporter of Bellamyite Nationalism, proselytizing its cause at 
Union meetings although she brought into the Nationalist fold only her most devoted followers in the 
WCTU.26  The climax of Willard’s ambitious national social program came in the early 1890s when she 
hoped, against all odds, to create an independent political reform party composed of a coalition of trade 
unions, farmers’ alliances, the Prohibition Party, the Populist Party, and all women’s organizations.  Her 
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efforts came to naught at the Populist Party convention in St. Louis when Southern delegates balked 
over women’s suffrage and a majority of the delegates from Northern and Western states rejected calls 
for prohibition.  Yet even in defeat, Willard deserves credit for attempting “the most sweeping politically 
progressive endeavor ever undertaken by an American woman.”27  Shortly after the collapse of her 
attempt to form an independent political party, her mother, Mary Hill Willard, died in early August 1892 
and the following year, while still grieving over the loss and recuperating from an illness at the English 
residence of her close friend Lady Henry Somerset, she and Lady Henry both joined the Fabian Society, a 
British socialist organization, and the London Society for Psychical Research.  Too ill to travel back to the 
United States for the twentieth annual National WCTU convention at Chicago’s Columbian exhibition, 
she dispatched Lady Henry to the United States to read her speeches n her behalf.  Willard finally 
returned to the America in 1894 after spending one and a half years in England at Lady Henry’s estate. 
 In the summer of 1893 as the Columbian Exposition and the World’s Auxiliary Congresses were 
getting underway, Frances Willard was scheduled for delivering addresses at five different congresses—
Woman’s, Education, Religion, Psychical, and Temperance—but due to illness and her recuperating stay 
in England, she was unable to make an appearance at any of the congresses.  Elliott Coues, chairman of 
the Psychical Science Congress, sent Willard a form letter on WCA stationary with the heading 
“Department of Science and Philosophy, Division of Psychical Research” asking her to present a paper 
and she had promised to address on the congress on its opening day, August 21, 1893.  Willard’s interest 
and knowledge on occult subjects had impressed Coues when the two had met in Chicago in the late 
1880s and the form letter he sent Willard with the line asking invitees “to prepare an Address on the 
                                                          
27
 Jean H. Baker, Sisters: The Lives of America’s Suffragists (New York: Hill and Wang, 2005), 177-178. On the 
collapse of Willard’s efforts to organize a wide-reaching reformist political party at the 1892 St. Louis Industrial 
Conference, see Caroline. De Swarte Gifford “’The Woman’s Cause is Man’s’? Frances Willard and the Social 
Gospel,” 21-34, in Gender and the Social Gospel ed. Wendy J. Deichmann Edwards and Carolyn De Swarte Gifford 
(Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2003) and Jack S. Blocker, Jr., “The Politics of Reform: Populists, 
Prohibition, and Woman Suffrage, 1891-1892,” Historian 34 (August 1972): 614-632. 
 
237 
 
subject of” was crossed out and Coues had handwritten “any subject you may elect.”  Willard first began 
her occult explorations following the death of her sister and father in the early 1860s, which had caused 
her much brooding and dwelling on the hereafter, prompting her at one point even to write the Religio-
Philosophical Journal of a psychical incident reported to her by a childhood friend who claimed to have 
seen an apparition of her deceased sister Mary. She took up, in turn, in the late 1860s and 1870s, 
Swedenborgianism, phrenology, astrology, and spiritualism.  But by the late 1880s her greatest areas of 
interest in the fields of mysticism, metaphysics, and the occult were New Thought, Theosophy, and 
psychical science, with psychical research fascinating her most of all.  Determined to incorporate 
psychical research into her WCTU “Do Everything” reform policy, she was stopped by Anna Gordon, her 
personal secretary and intimate friend.  Still, on numerous occasions, Willard reported on advances in 
psychical research at Union national conventions, and as stated earlier, both she and Lady Henry had 
joined the British SPR in November 1893.28  
  That same year, Willard responded to a request by William T. Stead for opinions regarding his 
new occult quarterly, indicating that she had “always been sympathetic towards the scientific study of 
the phenomena with which you propose to deal in the projected magazine called Borderland.”  Her 
interests in theosophy grew while in England, particularly as The Woman’s Signal, edited by Lady Henry, 
featured frequent articles in the 1890s about Annie Besant and other theosophical leaders.  Willard 
wrote in her autobiography that although she had been “warned repeatedly against” delving into the 
study of mind-cure, New Thought, and psychical science by “excellent and trusted friends,” she refused 
to see in “theosophy and occult studies…the danger that many do,” adding that any opposition on her 
part to the spiritual movements underway seeking to unseat the reigning mentality of materialism 
would be a form of “disloyalty to God and to humanity,” since that, “by nature I am progressive in my 
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thought.”  Mary Earhart, Willard’s first biographer has correctly placed all of Willard’s occult interests 
alongside and intrinsically related to her reform agenda.  Earhart emphasized that “there was a 
connection in all these views to which she subscribed.  From transcendentalism to theosophy, from 
vegetarianism to temperance, from mysticism to spiritualism, and from brotherhood to co-operative 
society—all were but circles within a circle.”29  Throughout her travels across the country on 
organizational tours on behalf of the Union, Willard continually met local WCTU leaders who shared her 
myriad interests in spiritualism and the occult.30   
 In early 1892, both Willard, who served on the women’s organizational committee for the 
psychical congress, and Lady Henry, who was staying with Willard in Evanston at the time, had 
responded to Col. John C. Bundy’s call to serve on the Advisory Council for the Psychical Science 
Congress.  Responding to Bundy’s invitation, Willard wrote that she and Lady Henry would “gladly go on 
your advisory council.  We like you, and admire your championship of occult science.  We, too, have 
souls (!), and would gladly know, as well as gently believe, in their perpetual individual consciousness.”31  
Though unable to be present for any Congress sessions, Willard and Somerset sent a letter of 
congratulations to Elliott Coues which he read at the opening ceremonies of the Psychical Congress.  In 
that letter the two temperance leaders wished Coues “every success” and predicted the congress would 
“be of inestimable value,” in furthering the reaches of psychical research into the depths of the 
unknown.  Willard also mentioned in the letter her membership in both the American and British 
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societies of psychical research, declaring that she had “never been one of those who hold that there are 
subjects which we are forbidden to investigate” and that “for this reason, I have always been 
sympathetic toward the investigation from a scientific point of view, of all psychical phenomena.”32   
Around the figure of Frances Willard we find a deep spirituality serving as a driving factor in her 
progressive reform program and a strong commitment to spread spiritual strength and vitality among 
WCTU membership as well as the wider society.  Moreover, in Willard we find her pervasive interest in 
spiritualism, New Thought, theosophy, and psychical research as a comfortable companion to a heart-
felt devotion she maintained toward her traditional Methodist faith.  Occultism for Willard then, was 
neither something apart from her worldview nor a quaint or eccentric pastime.  Occultism rather was an 
integral makeup of the progressivism Frances Willard projected to the world and as with her Methodist 
faith, blurred any distinction between her private thoughts and her public persona.  Following the 1891 
WCTU National Convention, Lilian Whiting described Willard’s temperament “as delicately susceptible as 
that of an Aeolian harp; one can hardly think in her presence without feeling that she intuitively 
perceives the thought.  She has the clairvoyance of high spirituality….If ever a woman were in touch with 
the heavenly forces it is she.”33 
 By the mid-1890s Willard was suffering not only from a deep despondency over her mother’s 
death, but also had contracted pernicious anemia, a condition which results from the body’ inability to 
absorb vitamin B12 from the stomach and intestine.  Although easily treated today by vitamin injections, 
the disease was, in the nineteenth century, usually fatal and it seriously impacted her health and left the 
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formerly energetic woman constantly fatigued.   A loss of appetite and the appearance of sores in her 
mouth and on her tongue severely restricted her lecture schedule, hampering her ability to speak 
fluently and quickly.  In early 1898, Willard contracted influenza and after an appearance at the WCTU 
convention, she died in a New York hotel on February 17, 1898, shortly before she was scheduled to 
once again travel to England to rest at Lady Henry’s estate.  Her funeral “reached epic, near-Lincolnian 
proportions” as two thousand admirers attended a large service at Broadway Tabernacle in New York.  A 
special railroad car transported her body to Chicago where additional thousands of mourners stood at 
stations as the train passed by.  In Chicago, Willard’s body lay in state at the WCTU Temple Building, 
which had been built after she had moved the national headquarters to Chicago in the mid-1880s.  An 
estimated twenty thousand people braved inclement weather to get a last glimpse of this beloved 
national leader of the woman’s movement.  Finally, there were concluding services at the First 
Methodist Church in Evanston, where she maintained an active membership.  Willard’s remains were 
cremated and per her wishes, the ashes were placed in her mother’s grave.34  Frances Willard was, at 
the time death, the most famous woman in America and a household word whose portrait graced many 
a home.35  Matilda B. Carse, an instrumental figure in the construction of the WCTU Temple in Chicago, 
called Willard at the time her death, “the most unique woman this century has produced,” with Lady 
Henry adding “We shall not see her likes again.”36  
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 Even in death, Willard remained a reformer as she insisted, much to the opposition of Lady 
Henry, Anna Gordon, and others that her remains be cremated.  The first cremation in America occurred 
some twenty years before Willard’s death, on December 6, 1876, as a modern innovation instituted by 
American theosophists.  It was introduced as a means of social sanitation and reform and its link to 
spiritualism, theosophy and unorthodox Asian religions would be long-lasting.  These occultists believed 
that through burning the body, the soul, now more purified, could be more easily released on its 
journey, and they even referred to the act of cremation as the “spiritualization of the body.”37  Even 
after her death, a number of spiritualists claimed to be in touch with the deceased reform leader.  For 
example, Cora Richmond, pastor of Chicago’s leading spiritualist church, gave a platform address in 
which she reported to have received a message from Willard’s recently departed spirit while a California 
medium provided Eben L. Dohoney, a lecturer on phrenology and temperance advocate from Texas, a 
letter from Willard, written in her hand two years after she had died, in which she reflected on the work 
both she and Dohoney had accomplished together during one of Willard’s Southern tours on behalf of 
the WCTU.38  Many decades later, it was even reported that Willard had been reincarnated in a female 
child born one hundred years after her birth in 1839.  The child’s parents (who remained anonymous) 
first became aware of possible psychical peculiarities in the girl when they took her, as an infant, to 
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Edgar Cayce for a psychic reading in 1939.  Only afterwards with subsequent developments in the girl’s 
character and life did they become convinced that she was Frances Willard incarnate.39  
The Color Line and the Limits of Spiritualized Reform 
 As the Board of Lady Managers for the Columbian Exposition went about organizing exhibitions 
for the Woman’s Building as well as planning for the Congress of Representative Women, which 
convened on May 15, 1893, the opening day of the World’s Fair, various organizations of African 
American women repeatedly petitioned the Lady Managers for representation at both the Woman’s 
Building and the Woman’s Congress, to little avail.  There were no exhibits in the Woman’s Building 
sponsored by black organizations and while six African American women eventually delivered papers at 
the Woman’s Congress, five were scheduled with other multinationals in a symposium on women’s 
international progress and were thus cast as foreigners.  Their participation in the Woman’s Congress, 
along with their muted criticism of mistreatment by whites, must be viewed within the racist ideology 
that pervaded the Chicago World’s Fair as a whole.40  Black Americans were represented at the Midway 
Plaisance and other Fair venues in roles that were either designed to portray them as uncivilized or as 
handmaidens to the rising civilization of white America, which the Columbian Exposition was designed 
to showcase.  One illustrative example of the derogatory manner African Americans found themselves 
portrayed occurred when the flour milling firm of R. T. Davis paraded Nancy Green, a fifty-seven-year-
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old former slave serving as a housekeeper for a Chicago judge, as its advertisement in the Food Building 
for their new self-rising Aunt Jemima Pancake Mix.  Green, in accepting to cast herself in the 
stereotyped role of a southern plantation mammy, flipped pancakes, sang songs, and told nostalgic 
plantation stories, all in appropriate costume while a company representative distributed buttons of her 
image depicting the slogan “I’se in town, honey.”  This performance, a hit with fairgoers and even 
winning a prize for the milling company, was “exactly the kind of role exposition directors imagined for 
African Americans in their dazzling White City.”41 
So deliberate was the exclusion of African Americans from what came to be called the White 
City that Ida B. Wells, a noted journalist in African American circles, and Frederick Douglass, the nation’s 
most distinguished African American, edited, published, and distributed ten thousand pamphlets 
entitled The Reason Why the Colored American Is Not in the World’s Columbian Exposition.42  The Reason 
Why, published on August 30, 1893, just five days after the closing of the Psychical Science Congress, 
presented the grievances of African Americans in relation to the World’s Fair.  Wells, headquartered in 
the Haitian Building with a desk provided to her by Douglass, stood in sharp contrast to the portrayal of 
African American women at the Fair.  By handing out copies of the pamphlet to passers-by which 
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enumerated the educational, artistic, and musical accomplishments of blacks since Emancipation, Wells 
and the other authors of The Reason Why were scripting their own Fair exhibit of African American 
contributions to civilization.43 
Ida B. Wells-Barnett (1862-1931), journalist, agitator, and public speaker, was born in Mississippi 
to parents who were slaves.  She received her formal education at Shaw University (now Rust College), a 
Reconstruction-era institution run by white missionaries for the education of freed slaves.  By 1891, 
Wells was writing for an impressive number of African American papers, serving as a correspondent for 
the Detroit Plaindealer, Christian Index, and the People’s Choice.  In addition, she was the editor of the 
“Home” department of Our Women and Children and a regular contributor to the New York Age, 
Indianapolis World, Gate City Press, Little Rock Sun, American Baptist, Memphis Watchman, 
Chattanooga Justice, and the Fisk University Herald.  In 1892, while living in Memphis TN, where she was 
editor and co-owner of an outspoken paper, Free Press and Headlight, three of her friends, black male 
grocers, were lynched for their successful business enterprise which came at the expense of a nearby 
white grocer.  While in New York where she was speaking out forcefully against this racial terror, the 
offices of the Free Press were raided and burned and she herself was threatened with bodily harm 
should she ever return to Memphis.  In 1895, Wells married Ferdinand Lee Barnett, lawyer and founder 
and publisher of the Chicago Conservator, the first black newspaper in Chicago, and one of the 
contributors who had assisted her and Frederick Douglass in publishing The Reason Why.  Chicago 
remained her home until her death in 1931.44  
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While speaking out against exclusion from the Columbian Exposition, Wells was also active in 
establishing in 1893 the first African American woman’s club in Chicago, the Ida B. Wells Woman’s Club, 
named in her honor by a vote of acclamation.  Its motto was “Helping Hand” and its stated objective was 
“Elevation of Woman, Home, and Community.”  The Chicago Woman’s Club , remaining effectively the 
exclusive domain of white women, admitted only one black woman in the early 1890s, Fannie Barrier 
Williams, who remained the only African American in the club for the next thirty years.45  Being 
effectively barred from the all-white Chicago Woman’s Club, black women were forced to organize 
separately to protect their own gendered interests, one the greatest being sexual respectability.  
Protecting African American girls and young women from sexual exploitation from both white and black 
men soon emerged as the foremost issue of newly federated black women’s clubs.  In doing so, they 
were assailing the stereotype of the “loose black woman,” and uplifting the race by promoting values of 
wholesome home life.46  Wells became an instrumental figure in both women’s club activities and 
women’s suffrage as ‘the woman question’ became, as it had for white women’s clubs, an increasingly 
crucial issue for black women’s organizations.47  
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On two occasions, once in September 1893 and again on January 1, 1894, Well’s invited the 
noted occultist and civic reformer, William T. Stead, to speak at her newly organized woman’s club.  
Both gatherings were held at the Bethel AME Church where Stead exhorted the women to fight racial 
prejudice and injustice wherever they confronted it.  It would be interesting to know what discussions 
Stead might have had with Wells and other club members regarding spiritualism and psychical research 
but we will most likely never know.  What we do know, in retrospect, that there was a missed 
opportunity for white clubwomen to invite black women as equals in the quests for reforms which all 
women pursued and shared.  Ann Firor Scott has reflected over this “road not taken.”  She concludes 
that “If the white clubwomen had seen this opportunity to cross the racial divide and set up integrated 
federations, the history of the nation for the next century might have been very different;” but 
unfortunately “there was no white woman leader, however ‘progressive’ she considered herself on this 
issue, who was completely emancipated from the pervasive racism of the time beyond the level of 
noblesse oblige.  Many had not come even that far.”48 
The path not taken in the forging of a reform alliance between white and black women’s groups 
is even more unfortunate considering that black women were just as steeped in a vibrant spirituality as 
were their white counterparts. This shared spirituality would have eased the way considerably for white 
women leaders to cross the color line and join hands with black organizations should they had been so 
inclined.  As Emilie Townes has observed “both Black and white spiritualties provided the framework for 
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women’s participation in social and moral reform in the public realm.”  Both black and white women’s 
organizational leaders, Townes notes, expressed a deep appreciation for their own moral and spiritual 
development and “expanded it to their families, and ultimately…to the larger society through 
associational work and moral reform societies as well as preaching and exhorting.”49  Steeped in 
spirituality and a deep faith derived from her membership in the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) 
Church, Wells, angered at the rising tide of murders of black men at the hands of southern whites, 
launched a vigorous anti-lynching campaign that gained momentum from 1892 to 1894 and clashed with 
two spiritually-minded white women who had been closely affiliated with the Psychical Science 
Congress—Frances Willard and Lady Henry Somerset.50  
Wells anti-lynching campaign conducted throughout Great Britain becomes important for our 
discussion particularly as it clashed with the public positions taken on race by Francis Willard, forcing 
Willard on the defensive.  Willard’s racial bias and timidity over speaking out forcefully against lynching 
serves as the prime example, along with that of Auxiliary Congress leaders in their exclusion of black 
women’s groups, of the failure of advanced progressive, spiritual feminism in dealing with the issue of 
race.  Wells spent two tours in Britain, the first in 1893 for three months, and a longer, more successful 
five-month campaign in 1894, running from February to June.  Before departing on the first trip she had 
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determined, through her investigative journalism, that less than thirty percent of all lynchings involved 
even the accusation of rape.  Her findings went far in undermining the rape myth as the prevailing 
reason for the lynching of black men and instead exposed lynching for the racial terror it was.  African 
American women were Wells’s strongest supporters in her anti-lynching campaign, backing her on the 
demolishing of the rape myth and her criticisms of Frances Willard.51    
Wells arrived in England in April 1893, the guest of Catherine Impey (1847-1923), editor of Anti-
Caste, a reform-minded journal denouncing racism and notions of white superiority.  Along with Isabella 
Mayo, a Scottish philanthropist, Impey, with membership in the Society of Friends and numerous 
contacts in the press, planned an extensive speaking tour for Wells.  A new organization was formed, the 
Society for the Recognition of the Universal Brotherhood of Man (SRUBM) in which Impey and Mayo 
brought in a writer named Celestine Edwards who took charge of the new society.  Edwards thereupon 
started a new paper named Fraternity, the first issue appearing in July 1893 and which became the 
official organ of the SRUBM.  During this first trip to Britain, Wells’ accounts of the abhorrent events 
transpiring at lynchings shocked and horrified her audiences and on numerous occasions she was asked 
what Frances Willard, the greatly admired reform leader who was also in England lecturing at the time, 
was doing to stop this brutal, vicious practice.  Wells, who never brought up the name of Frances Willard 
at her speaking engagements but when asked, answered truthfully and in good faith that Willard had 
not only done nothing to stop the murders but had actually professed her support of Southern claims 
about the menace of black rapists.  Wells was referring to an October 23, 1890 interview of Willard 
published in the New York Voice under the heading:  “The Race Problem: Frances Willard on the Political 
Puzzle of the South.”  Willard had given the interview for the Voice, a WCTU publication, after a 
successful Southern tour on behalf of the Union which had culminated in a warm welcome by Southern 
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members at the national convention held in Atlanta in October 1893.  English audiences could scarcely 
believe what Wells was telling them so on her next visit to England she carried with her a copy of the 
published interview.52  
Willard began the 1890 interview by stating that she was devoid of any racial prejudice, having 
been born in an abolitionist family, but she insisted that Southerners would never accept race equality 
and that blacks might want to consider returning to Africa.  She categorized most black men in the South 
as illiterate alcoholics who multiplied “like the locusts of Egypt” and who constituted a threat to white 
women, the very argument that was being used in the South to justify lynching.  Such was Willard’s take 
on the ‘race problem,’ a view that prevailed at the time, even among those in the North who otherwise 
considered themselves progressive.  Willard further opined that it had been a mistake to grant suffrage 
to African American men so soon after emancipation.  Willard shared this view with a number of leaders 
of the women’s suffrage movement who believed it had been a mistake to support suffrage for 
freedmen since it seemed to have only hindered their own cause for securing voting rights.53   
 Before embarking for England on the second speaking tour, Wells secured a position from 
William Penn Nixon, editor of the Chicago Inter Ocean, as a correspondent for the paper, sending back 
regular reports on activities related to her antilynching campaign in Britain.  In this capacity Wells 
became one of the first African American women to serve on the staff of a white owned and edited 
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newspaper.  On her second trip, Wells not only quoted from the New York Voice interview, she gave a 
copy to Celestine Edwards, editor of Fraternity to be published in his magazine.  She then informed 
Florence Balgarnie of her intention to publish the article in Fraternity whereupon Balgarnie, a member 
of the British Temperance Union, became alarmed over the reaction she feared would come from Lady 
Henry.  At the time of the two Wells tours, Frances Willard was the guest of Lady Henry Somerset, 
president of the British Women’s Temperance Association (BWTA).54  Balgarnie requested Wells to hold 
off until she could speak with Lady Henry.  When she phoned Lady Henry to advise her about what was 
to transpire, Lady Henry angrily told her that if the article appeared in print, she would do everything in 
her power to see that Wells and her speaking tour in Britain would be finished, demanding the name of 
the editor and the paper.  The article subsequently went out in Fraternity and shortly afterwards an 
article appeared in the Westminster Gazette, the leading London daily paper, with Lady Henry 
interviewing Frances Willard.  Entitled “White and Black in America—An Interview with Miss Willard,” 
the article attempted to discredit the message that Wells was spreading in England.  After accusing 
Wells of race hatred, Lady Henry asked how it was possible that Willard, born into a family of 
abolitionists, could now be portrayed as condoning lynching.  “Oh,” Willard laughingly replied, “I am like 
the eel of whom the legend is, that he was skinned so often that he learned to like it.”  Continuing in a 
more serious vein, Willard insisted, “It is needless for me to say that neither by voice or pen have I ever 
condoned, much less defended any injustice toward the colored people.  To do so would violate every 
instinct of my nature and habit of my thought.”  Willard then defended herself by noting that Wells was 
misrepresenting her statements since the 1890 interview in the New York Voice had been concerned 
only with the topic of Negro voting rights, which in reality, was not wholly true.  Somerset dutifully 
agreed, indicating “It is hardly fair, I think, to quote an interview four years old, and which did not touch 
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the subject of lynching, as indicative of your opinion under present circumstances.”  Willard concurred 
and concluded the interview stating “I should be sorry to have my words thus construed but I think that 
British justice may be trusted to guard my reputation in that particular as in all others.”55 
  Wells immediately responded in writing and her letter to the editor appeared in the 
Westminster Gazette the day following the Willard interview by Lady Henry.  Wells chided Willard for 
“laughingly cracking a joke” after being asked about lynching and for being more concerned about her 
reputation than the plight of the Negro in the South.  “With me,” she angrily asserted, “it is not myself 
nor my reputation, but the life of my people which is at stake, and I affirm that this is the first time to 
my knowledge that Miss Willard has said one single word in denouncing lynching.”  After stipulating that 
Willard was “no better or worse than the great bulk of white Americans on the Negro question,” she 
expressed gratitude for the impact of British public opinion was registering on northern American racial 
attitudes and thankfully noted that it “has already begun to move Miss Willard.”  Wells wrote in her 
autobiography that while her dispute with Willard was “very much to be regretted from one point of 
view,” it had served as an example to the British people of a pointed attempt by “two prominent white 
women…with undisputed power and influence in every section of their respective countries, seeming to 
have joined hands in the effort to crush an insignificant colored woman who had neither money nor 
influence nor following—nothing but the power of truth with which to fight her battles.”  A patronizing 
tone can indeed be detected throughout the interview by the two temperance leaders.  Lady Henry had 
portrayed Wells as a race hater by citing an example of her disdain for whites Wells had expressed some 
years before.  But the editor of the Westminster Gazette rallied to Wells defense by denying that Wells 
had expressed any racial hatred. Well’s had indeed threatened Willard’s reputation and as her English 
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audiences were struck by her demeanor and poise, attempts by the southern white press to destroy her 
own reputation were viewed as suspect.56 
Gail Bederman has written how Wells appropriated the notion of an ‘advanced white 
civilization’ exhibited at the Columbian Exposition for her own ends in exposing the unmanly response of 
Northerners to the savage barbarism of Southern lynching.  In other words, according to Bederman, 
Wells successfully put forward the position that Northern white men could both assert and reclaim their 
manliness, which was being assailed in the years following the Civil War, by putting a stop to lynching.  
While the first British tour in 1893 received little notice in the Northern press, her second tour in 1894 
received considerable publicity.  Wells returned to an America that was fully aware that their 
indifference to the vicious Southern practice had “the rest of the world’s Anglo-Saxons doubt[ing] 
whether white Americans were either manly or civilized.”  Wells’s campaign had rallied British press and 
social reformers to her cause, with a number of major Protestant denominations even drafting 
resolutions to forward to their counterparts back in the States, demanding to know what was being 
done to stop this Southern scourge.  The manner in which Ida B. Wells roused British public opinion to 
condemn lynching, establish antilynching committees, and dispatch fact-finding teams to America is an 
indication of her superb skills as a speaker, publicist, and agitator.57  
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In 1894, Wells attended the WCTU national convention in Cleveland where she hoped to win 
sufficient support to bring an anti-lynching resolution to convention floor.  But once again, she met with 
resistance from Willard, who continued to link lynching with the rape of white women and girls.  In her 
presidential address, Willard spoke of “unspeakable outrages” and “atrocities worse than death” 
committed against “maidenhood, and womanhood” which provoked the “lawlessness” of lynching.  She 
dismissed as wholly repugnant the notion that white women were engaging in voluntary sexual 
encounters with black men, charging that by suggesting such an outrageous notion, Wells had “put an 
imputation upon half the white race in this country.”  Willard simply could not bring herself to abandon 
the rape myth as it would have undermined the notion of white feminine purity she had worked so hard 
to become the standard for all women in the WCTU to unite behind.  As far as Willard was concerned, 
simply condemning lynching was enough; the rest was incidental—a mere matter of “rhetorical 
expressions,” as she told Wells, when the two met privately at Cleveland.  Wells wrote in The Red Record 
that while she had “no quarrel with the WCTU,” she was disappointed that “an alleged friend who, 
through ignorance or design misrepresents in the most harmful way the cause of a long suffering race, 
and then unable to maintain the truth of her attack” could excuse herself “as it were by the wave of the 
hand, declaring that ‘she did not intend a literal interpretation to be given to the language used.’”58  
Thus did segregation and racial violence stand as significant factors underlying the “psychical 
crisis” faced in in the context of an African American feminist spirituality.  Richard Hofstadter first 
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referred to the large “constellation [of issues] that might be called ‘the psychic crisis of the 1890’s.’”59  
This constellation of “psychic crises” relating to religion, war, race, economic depression, and political 
unrest bristled in the cultural environment of the 1890s and the struggles faced by African American 
women to gain recognition and a place within the white woman’s reform apparatus constituted one 
element of this widespread psychical crisis.  Race, as we have seen, was the rupture that brought about 
the ‘psychical crisis’ in the woman’s movement as a whole, subverting what should have a natural 
alliance of all women in bringing about social, economic, and political equality.  The failure of white 
women leaders such as Frances Willard to wholly embrace African American women in organizational 
alliances (the WCTU admitted black members but allowed Southern states to create segregated 
chapters) diminishes what otherwise stands as a brilliant progressive record, cautioning us once again 
about giving in to whiggish impulses and placing heroic halos around revered historical figures.   A 
shared vision of spirituality and reform could not overcome deep divisions that were the result of the 
color line, and any idea that black and whites would enjoy equal status in the WCTU and other women’s 
organizations was sacrificed on the altar of Northern/Southern reunification.  Silence or inaction on the 
growing problem of racial violence was a failure of progressive occultism in the 1890s, particularly as 
progressive occultism rested on the ideal of advanced spirituality, individual paths to perfection, and 
universal brotherhood.  Unfortunately, ‘Do Everything’ did not include doing everything on behalf of 
African American men and women.   
The disgruntled feelings among feminist reformers in the 1870s and 1880s that women’s rights 
had somehow taken a back seat to civil rights had gone a long way in causing white leaders to view 
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suspiciously the rising demands of African American women, both at the Chicago Columbian Exposition 
and across the nation as whole.  As evolutionist ideas of advanced white civilization took hold during 
these decades, noted women’s historian Louise Michele Newman has perceptively captured in explicit 
fashion how white women’s rights advocates assumed new roles that rested on a racial premise that 
reinforced their already existing culturally superior position in American society.  The late-nineteenth 
century evolutionary discourse that prescribed specific categories for the ‘Negro’ and ‘Anglo-Saxon’ 
races created a cultural space within the white woman’s movement to move forward, annexing cultural 
ground fitting their perceived reserved place as both moral guardians and spiritual torchbearers for an 
advancing civilization.  Newman has detailed how even the advanced spirituality of white women was 
viewed as an evolutionary development that would be passed on from generation to generation, in 
effect perpetuating white superiority.  In short, Newman determines that fin-de-siècle feminism, both in 
foundational premises and in the inner workings of the movement itself, cannot be regard as egalitarian.  
Racism penetrated the heart of feminist theory and practice while feminism itself emerged in the 
context of divisions over race and the new anxieties posed by immigration and imperial expansion.60 
Ida B. Wells stands as a spiritually-oriented feminist and race reformer of the late-nineteenth 
and early-twentieth centuries who understood the importance of women “living as self-determining 
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persons with spiritual creative power.” Regarded by historians as “a spiritual freethinker and intellectual 
insurgent,” Wells, like Frances Willard, wrote in her journals of her religious faith and spiritual 
inclinations.  I have argued in this chapter that spirituality and social change were intrinsically connected 
in fin-de-siècle progressive reform with the aim of promoting individual advancement and social 
equality.  As a whole, spirituality generated and supported a creative impulse or agency that gave rise to 
the approaches which progressive women, both black and white, took in addressing pressing social 
concerns that impacted their lives.  As a creative and self-generating force, spirituality led these women 
to not only to transform social institutions but also themselves.  In this fashion, the private/public divide 
in women’s lives became erased as they pursued reforms which both uplifted the home and impacted 
the wider society.  While fully aware of the numerous difficulties faced by women in their quest for 
equality, Wells put race above gender as the need to address the oppression of African Americans 
seemed far more pressing.61  
The ghosts of lynched victims continue to haunt the collective imagination in disturbing ways 
and we can only imagine the hushed silence amidst a paper at the Psychical Science Congress delivered 
by an African American on “Phantasms of the Lynched,”—to imagine only because it never occurred to 
organizers to solicit a paper on spiritualism from a black American or to even include one on either the 
men’s or the women’s arrangements committees.  Psychical science at Chicago in 1893 was a white 
affair only—black spiritualists of any stripe could not be found.  Perhaps it was just inconceivable to 
congress organizers to solicit black speakers since the presumed backward evolutionary condition of the 
                                                          
61
 Winnie Tomm, Bodied Mindfulness: Women’s Spirits, Bodies and Places (Waterloo, Ontario, Canada: Wilfrid 
Laurier University Press, 1995), 3, 10-11; Marla F. Frederick, Between Sundays: Black Women and Everyday 
Struggles of Faith (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 2003), 84; and McMurry, To 
Keep the Waters Troubled, 211. See also Christopher Waldrep, “Ida B. Wells, Higher Law, and Community Justice,” 
37-52, in The Human Tradition in the Gilded Age and Progressive Era ed. Ballard C. Campbell (Wilmington, DE: 
Scholarly Resources Books, 2000); and Angela D. Sims, Ethical Complications of Lynching: Ida B. Wells’s 
Interrogation of American Terror (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). A chapter is devoted to Wells in Cecelia 
Tichi, Civic Passions: Seven Who Launched Progressive American (and What They Teach Us) (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 240-274, and she is also featured in Karenna Gore Schiff, Lighting the 
Way: Nine Women Who Changed Modern America (New York: Miramax Books, 2005). 
 
257 
 
‘Negro race’ precluded  them from participating in the rigorous and demanding discipline of psychical 
research or having any understanding, much less possession of higher psychical faculties such as 
telepathy and clairvoyance, to which the psychical scientists were so enamored.  What point would 
there be then to seek out a black presenter at the Psychical Science Congress?  While no direct evidence 
exists supporting an underlying suspicion of an African American capacity for contributing anything of 
value to the psychical congress, there are indirect inferences that allow the argument and suggest that 
this indeed was the case.  For example, in her 1890 interview in the New York Voice, Frances Willard 
bemoaned that the “planation Negro who can neither read nor write, whose ideas are bounded by the 
fence of his own field and price of his own mule should be entrusted with the ballot.  We ought to have 
put an educational test upon that ballot from the first.”62  With this attitude explicitly expressed by 
Willard, it is not a great leap to conclude that the voodoo and conjure practiced by “illiterate blacks” in 
Southern states would not have been welcomed as an example of the types of advanced occultism that 
was being showcased at Chicago.  Such primitive occult practices derived from West African and slave 
plantation traditions could only have been situated alongside the entertainment exhibitions located on 
the Midway Plaisance, not as a scheduled session at the Psychical Science Congress located at the 
Memorial Art Palace. 
   Regardless, race itself became an occult or hidden presence at the Psychical Science Congress.  
Whether or not any African Americans gathered in the audience to hear papers will most likely never be 
known.  Surely, some of the week-long sessions drew interest from the black community, but we are 
only surmising their presence.  Their absence and invisibility from participation in planning and 
presenting sessions in Chicago on psychical science was as unnoticed at the time just as the public 
excitement in the psychical congress itself has now long been forgotten.  That no African-American men 
or women were involved with the congress does not dismiss them from our consideration nor should it 
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distract us from recognizing the vibrant spirituality with which black feminist reformers displayed in 
confronting white feminists who claimed both a higher spirituality and advanced progressive outlook.  
To fail to acknowledge the voices of black feminist spiritual reformers who challenged white supremacy 
and exclusionism at the Chicago Exposition would be to once again exclude them from World’s Fair and 
render them silent and invisible. 
Lillian Whiting and the Unfolding of Psychical Utopia 
The final morning of the Psychical Science Congress featured a paper by Lilian Whiting (1847-
1942) on the “Possibilities of a Future Life, And That Which Is to Come” which was read by her close 
friend, the famed actress and journalist Kate Field, whose “charm was given to its reading by [her] witty 
comments.”63  In flowery rhetorical prose, Miss Whiting’s paper thrilled the audience as she unveiled 
glimpses of the advancements that humankind that would soon acquire from developments in psychical 
science: 
There is no possibility of doubting that humanity is on the threshold of a life so much higher and more 
potent than the present, that to enter on its realization will make a new heaven and a new 
earth….Mental and psychic power will assert their sway.  The entire scenery of life will be transformed.  
Unsuspected stores of energy will be liberated.  Mankind will live in exaltation and enthusiasm….The 
psychic transformation that is drawing near will give far more wonderful results than any of the splendid 
conquests of science in the past.  The moment we come into the realm of spirit all things are 
possible….It seems not impossible that this earth may be the theater of a new life—of newness of life on 
a plane heretofore undescribed—and which if conceived of at all has been believed, could only wait the 
experiences of soul—after the change called death.  But let humanity once come into the actual 
realization that the human race is a race of spirits,—of spirits dwelling in temporary physical bodies; that 
those bodies…need not limit the power of spirit, but be used for spiritual power to work through—and 
life is altered at once. This is the transformation of energy that is drawing near.64   
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Much of what Lilian Whiting’s paper at the Congress suggested for the psychical future of 
mankind was reworked in her book, The World Beautiful, published the year following the Congress.   
She again stressed the significance of psychical science as a subject with far-reaching implications for 
mankind and the widespread interest the subject held for forward-thinking people. “It is these matters,” 
Whiting wrote, “that are now those of chief concern to the public in general,” holding that in psychic 
science was to be found “the most important truth in the life of this century,” and the establishment of 
its “true place is in the practical working force of daily life.”  One reviewer of the book scoffed at the “far 
too confident expectations of a new psychic force,” but Benjamin O. Flower, writing in the Coming Age, 
viewed the publication “well fitted to uplift the reader” and praised Whiting’s “deeply spiritual quality” 
which made her works so appealing that he regarded her as foremost among “twentieth century 
teachers of the higher life.”65      
 Whiting herself was born in a spiritually-charged family environment in Niagara Falls, NY.  Her 
father, Lorenzo Dow Whiting, for twenty years a State Senator from Illinois, was a direct descendant, on 
his mother’s side, of Cotton Mather, and his paternal ancestry traced back to the Rev. William Whiting, 
the first Unitarian minister at Concord, MA in the early years of the seventeenth century.  Her mother, 
Lucretia Clement Whiting, was also descended from generations of Episcopal clergymen in 
Massachusetts.  While still an infant her parents moved to Tiskilwa, IL, a small farming town where 
Lorenzo and Lucretia Whiting served as principals in the town’s public schools.  Mr. Whiting also served 
as editor of the Bureau County Republican, a position which propelled him to the State Legislature and 
then on to the State Senate.  Inheriting from her mother “the temperament of the mystic and the 
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visionary” and from her father a love of books, literature, and thought, Lilian Whiting glided easily 
toward a career in journalism.  In 1876 she moved to St. Louis, working as a journalist for a number of 
newspapers until she went to Boston in 1880 to accept a job of literary editor of the Traveller, a position 
she held until that paper was sold in 1890.  Her first local assignment for the Traveller was to interview 
the author, lecturer, and actress Kate Field, with whom she formed a lasting attachment.  Following the 
Traveller, she became editor-in-chief of the weekly home journal, Boston Budget, resigning in 1893 to 
devote herself exclusively to press correspondence and literary work. 66 
 In the early twentieth century, Whiting took an avid interest in Katherine Tingley, the head of 
the American Section of the Theosophical Society, writing a number of pamphlets about theosophy, 
Tingley, and her work organizing and leading the theosophical colony at Point Loma, CA.67  Whiting also 
did as much as any other writer to popularize the principles of the New Thought movement, drawing a 
number of feminist reform leaders to her writings on mental healing and thought transference.68  Like 
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her friend Frances Willard, who remained a steadfast Methodist while involved with theosophy, 
occultism, and psychical research, Whiting remained a devout Episcopalian and staunch supporter of 
Trinity Church, Boston, or “Phillips Brooks’ Church”, as it was often called.  She also participated in 
humanitarian relief causes and became a supporter for woman’s suffrage.  At the age of ninety-four she 
died of a coronary thrombosis at the Hotel Copley Plaza, Boston, where she had moved during World 
War II when the federal government assumed control of the Brunswick Hotel, her home for over forty 
years.  At her request her ashes were laid beside those of Kate Field in Mount Auburn Cemetery, 
Cambridge, MA.69 
The day following the close of the Psychical Science Congress, Whiting, in one of her syndicated 
columns repeated a premise that she had laid out at the congress that if psychical science would ever 
become as valued as other sciences, it would have to bring “practical aid and recognized illumination on 
the serious concerns of our common life.”  In perfect New Thought stride, she emphasized that an 
individual’s spiritual state reigned as the defining force in resolving the concerns of this common life. 
Calling for an intensive study into the secrets of the spiritual force which governs individual life, Whiting 
determined that “the work of the Congress of Psychical Research is the most practical and immediately 
important work of the age.”70  In the years following the Psychical Congress Whiting turned even more 
toward spiritualism particularly after experiencing a number of psychical dreams and experiences 
following the death of Kate Field which she addressed in her books After Her Death (1897), Kate Field 
(1899), and The Spiritual Significance (1900).  In 1899 she wrote to Richard Hodgson about her sittings 
with the famed Boston medium, Mrs. Leonora Piper, who relayed messages to Whiting from Kate Field.  
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Favorably disposed toward Mrs. Piper from previous sittings, Hodgson vouched for the credibility of the 
messages the spirit of Kate Field was sending, further reinforcing Whiting’s growing reliance on 
spiritualistic truths.71  With her now near absolute conviction of spiritualism’s commanding presence in 
directing human welfare, Whiting wrote in After Her Death that psychical research was making great 
practical gains in applying occultism to the practical affairs of life.  She was certain that psychic science 
was “conquering new territory; discerning more and more of truth constantly….truths [that] are as 
unquestionably attested as any truths of philosophy or of physics.”72 
 Kate Field (1838-1896), who read Lilian Whiting’s paper at the Psychical Science Congress, 
remains, herself, an intriguing and extraordinary figure of the nineteenth century, well-known in her 
time but largely forgotten today.  Her interests in the occult led her to begin experimenting in the 1860s 
with the planchette, a prototype of the Ouija Board, which ultimately convinced her of the genuineness 
of spiritualism and prompted her to publish an account of her experiments entitled Planchette’s Diary 
(1868).  Field was enthralled with both Chicago and the World’s Columbian Exposition, staying for the 
entire World’s Fair at the Lexington Hotel on Michigan Boulevard.  During the Congress of 
Representative Women, she addressed a standing-room only crowd in the assembly room of the 
Woman’s Building, heralding the Woman’ Congress as “the dawn of a new era for woman.”  Field died of 
pneumonia at the age of fifty-seven in Honolulu, Hawaii, where she had been lecturing and vacationing. 
Her ashes were buried in the family plot in Mount Auburn Cemetery, Cambridge, MA.73  Shortly before 
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her death, Field had written about her belief in the afterlife, positing her faith that science would soon 
prove the truth of immortality.74  In a tribute to her friend, Lilian Whiting wrote “The world is the better, 
social progress is the more advanced, and the world of the unseen is nearer and more real because of 
the life, of the infinite energy, of the lofty purposes of Kate Field.”75   
The immediate years following the Psychical Science Congress found occult subjects in Chicago 
and throughout the country still generating considerable interest, with progressive women of advanced 
spirituality keeping topics of spiritual science alive in the public mind.  In 1895 the spiritualist trance 
speaker Cora Richmond lectured before  a “cultivated audience” on the subject of ‘Psychic Research and 
Hypnotism,’ in which she declared that “theosophy, clairvoyance, Christian science and hypnotism are 
all indications that occult influences are more and more at work in the world.”76  That same year, 
Margaret S. Peeke, a minister’s wife from Sandusky, Ohio, wrote in Arena that occultism “belongs to this 
age,” and that its mission was to serve “as a prominent factor of reform in all lines of human life, 
individual, social, political, scientific, and religious.”  In a vein similar to that of Lilian Whiting at the 
Psychical Congress, Peeke further declared that “When occult principles are lived by many, crime must 
cease, impurity of thought and deed obliterated, and selfish organizations [will] die from lack of 
sustenance.  Drunkenness, poverty and misery must go.”77  In January 1896, Emma Moore Davis 
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presented a paper to the Chicago Woman’s Club on the topic ‘Scientific Psychical Research’, a lecture 
which “created considerable interest among the women present.”  Over four hundred members and 
nearly fifty guests were in attendance to hear Mrs. Davis discuss psychical research and hypnotism as 
the “scientific problem of the age,” and according to the Tribune and the Inter Ocean, a lively discussion 
ensued with Sarah Hackett Stevenson and Mary Hawes Wilmarth, both members of the Woman’s 
Organizational Committee of the Psychical Science Congress, as primary discussants.78  Occultism 
continued to be a featured topic of conversation for leading Chicago women and their associates who 
came to speak at venues throughout the city.  As an anonymous writer in the Chicago Tribune mused, “A 
woman is nothing if not progressive nowadays,” and occult interests, as we have seen, were an integral 
part of women’s progressive thinking.  There is still much work to be done in formulating a more 
complete picture of fin-de-siècle women’s progressive intellectual culture.  As historian Mary Hilton 
noted, “we are now only beginning to construct a women’s history of progressive ideas: one that traces 
their contributions and their differences, the ways they accepted some aspects of popular ideologies 
and changed and extended others.”79 
Progressive occultism developed as a significant aspect of Chicago’s cultural landscape as the 
city became a major metropolis in the 1880s, capturing world attention in the early 1890s as plans for 
the World’s Congress Auxiliary unfolded and publicity for the Psychical Science Congress traversed 
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across the country.  A number of leading Chicagoans with established reputations in business, religion, 
medicine, and journalism lent their support to the organization of societies devoted to the investigation 
and advancement of spiritualism, theosophy, and psychical research.  Had it not been for the notable 
men and women who devoted themselves to these undertakings it is likely there would have been no 
Psychical Science Congress and no Theosophical Congress at the Parliament of Religions.  Progressive 
occultism in Chicago in 1893 and the years immediately preceding the World’s Fair brimmed with an 
expectant hope of providing proof for immortality, reflecting the period’s culture of optimism and faith 
in scientific progress.  If the leaders of the psychical congress failed in their quest of proving life after 
death or in establishing psychical research as a permanent discipline, they were struggling in difficult 
terrain that yielded little of the absolute.  Moreover, the men and women who gathered at Chicago to 
promote psychical science were almost exclusively non-scientists who devoted their energies to 
spiritualism and psychical research in conjunction with careers unrelated to science.  In the end, of 
course, any attempt to verify human immortality may be doomed to failure, as the elusive nature of our 
ultimate destiny is most likely firmly perched in the realm of the unknowable.  Still, the question will 
most likely remain of enduring interest just as Chicago’s psychical science congress demonstrated 
through its capturing of public attention, if only for a fleeting moment. 
266 
EPILOGUE: OCCULT SPIRITUALITIES AND THE CULTURAL IMAGINATION: EXPANDING THE PURVIEW OF 
PSYCHICAL SCIENCE 
Psychical Science, Romance, and Popular Modernism 
Psychical research, in much of the recent historiography, has been too narrowly construed as 
the domain of white scientific, religious, and academic elites, and this perception has been somewhat 
reinforced in this study of the Psychical Science Congress.  While presumably international in scope and 
including speakers from South America, the Congress was primarily an Anglo-American affair, including 
just a smattering of continental European psychical researchers who were either present or had papers 
read on their behalf.  But psychical science at the end of the nineteenth century can be more broadly 
configured than merely as a psychical research enterprise concerned with spiritualism, telepathy, and 
theosophy—and directed by the white elites associated with exploring, endorsing, or disparaging these 
movements.  This concluding epilogue will seek to broaden the historical and thematic scope of 
psychical science in one particular direction by aligning it with features of the cultural landscape with 
which it shared more than just passing similarities.  Specifically, I will situate psychical science within the 
wider public imagination of what literary historians refer to as the ‘New Romance,’ a stylistic direction 
underway in literature during the 1880s but which can be recognized as being culturally present in 
public domains beyond novels and subsets of  literary fiction.  This wider ‘New Romance’ found 
expression in popular attention devoted to scientific exploits, adventures, and contested speculations 
surrounding Arctic exploration, winners in the race to the North Pole, and the ‘discovery’ that 
extraterrestrials inhabited Mars, a notion that found widespread acceptance thanks to numerous 
magazines articles, public lectures, and books by astronomer Percival Lowell beginning in the mid-1890s.  
Viewed in this cultural context, psychical science or progressive occultism in the form of spiritualism, 
theosophy, and psychical research becomes intertwined in the constellation of adventuresome 
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romance, which became a prominent feature of a popular modernism and new enchantment which 
captivated large segments of the American reading public at the end of the nineteenth century.  
Particularly does spiritualism, among the subject areas of psychical science, share strong historical 
affinities with both Arctic exploration and the Mars mania that gripped the public imagination during 
these years.  I will also discuss ‘spirituality’ as a linking feature among a number of Progressive reform 
movements, such as city beautification, conservation, euthenics, and home economics, and highlight the 
inability of psychical science to ultimately position itself as one of the enduring social sciences emerging 
at the end of the nineteenth century. 
I also wish to broaden the ongoing recovery of the African American presence in North 
American spiritualism through what we might term voodoo/spiritualism—that particular variety of 
African American occult spirituality which appeared in urban settings such as New Orleans and Chicago 
in the early twentieth century and which became a uniquely American variety of magico-religious 
practice.  This recovery of African American spiritualism is of recent origin and has yet to penetrate 
standard historiographies of psychical research.  The final two sections of this epilogue will discuss the 
emergence in the mid-1890s of a commercially-based, money-making occultism in Chicago which 
publicized itself as a variety of New Thought and will examine the public occultism of William T. Stead 
and a sanitized version of spiritualism called “Immortalism” which Samuel Fallows, Bishop of St. Paul’s 
Reformed Church in Chicago, introduced in the first decade of the twentieth century. Finally, the long-
standing notion that Chicago possesses some peculiar occult properties that draws metaphysically-
minded people to its environs will be reviewed as a closing note to the study. 
 In his book on the English domestic novel, Nicholas Daly examines the popular fiction of the 
‘romance revival’ of the late Victorian and Edwardian years, focusing on the work of such authors as 
Bram Stoker, H. Rider Haggard and Arthur Conan Doyle, classifying their work as part of the period’s 
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emergent ‘popular modernism’.  What contemporary critics called a “revival of romance” became 
apparent in mid-1880s best-selling adventure novels such as Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island 
(1883) and H. Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines (1885), two works that “did much to create the 
popular perception of a new direction in fiction.”1  Daly dismisses the notion that this turn was a 
throwback to an earlier ‘romantic era’, and instead situates these new novels of adventure and romance 
as “a distinctively modern phenomenon” that can be regarded as the period’s literary manifestation of 
popular modernism, a development which, in turn, should be readily recognized in other cultural 
domains such as science, religion, and philosophy.  Particularly do the public movements in end-of-the-
century modern occultism—spiritualism, theosophy, and psychical research, those manifestations of 
progressive occultism I have detailed in this study and which share features of fictionalized romance in 
literature—also become significant features of this new, popular modernism.2  Popular modernisms 
such as progressive occultism, the ‘new romance’ in literature, the allure of Arctic exploration, and the 
general acceptance that Mars was inhabited, contributed to the creation of what Michael Saler has 
described as “convincing worlds of enchantment and wonder” that the reading public “could inhabit 
imaginatively.”  These cultural engineers of popular modernism, he suggests, “created literal 
geographies of the imagination… for the new spectacular culture that burgeoned at the turn of the 
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century.”3  All in all, what can be described as the ‘New Romance,’ or ‘popular modernism,’ of the fin de 
siècle extended  its reach far beyond fiction and literature, drawing together elements of  science, 
horror, psychology, the supernatural, the fantastic, and adventure into an imaginative cultural realm of 
planetary excitement, psychical powers, and possible worlds promising survival after death. 
Polar Exploration and Psychical Phenomena 
 One prominent feature of popular modernism was the public attention to news coverage of the 
exploration of Arctic regions, the search for the Northwest Passage, and the race to the North Pole.  The 
heyday of this popular fascination for the Polar Regions and the North Pole, the decades from 1850 to 
1910, coincided with the nineteenth-century modern occult revival and the popular attraction to the 
subjects of spiritualism, theosophy, and psychical research.4  It is not surprising then to discover areas of 
overlap where polar exploration becomes entangled with psychical phenomena.  For one thing, in a 
fashion similar to those psychical researchers who bemoaned the lack of funding and scientific support 
for investigative work with spiritualists and mind readers,5 one polar historian has complained recently 
about the “insufficient attention” devoted to a full historical appreciation of the geographical 
significance of the Arctic and the Antarctic regions.6  In addition another Polar scientist also 
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disappointed by the lack of American and international scientific interest in the Arctic and in prose 
reminiscent, though more subdued, to that heard at the Psychical Science Congress, insists that “the 
keys to many of our nation’s, and indeed our planet’s, present and future problems may lie in this 
region.”7   
Spiritualism and polar exploration first became intertwined in what was the most publicized and 
romanticized undertaking in the nineteenth century, the ill-fated expedition of Sir John Franklin, a British 
Royal Naval officer who sailed out in 1845 to chart the Northwest Passage in the Canadian Arctic, only to 
perish, unbeknownst to the world, with his entire crew in 1847.8  Although final proof of his fate and 
that of his crew was not determined until 1859, it was clear to most observers by 1854 that Franklin 
must have died.  The prolonged and strenuous efforts of Lady Jane Franklin, wife of Sir John, and her 
niece Sophy Cracroft to determine the fate of the Franklin Expedition are well known to Arctic 
historians.  For fourteen years Lady Jane had pursued all paths in ascertaining whether her husband was 
still alive and her efforts remain one of the classic Victorian stories of spousal perseverance.  In her 
attempts to find out what happened to her husband, Lady Jane and her niece consulted a number of 
clairvoyants to seek possible information on his state of health and physical location.  By the early 
1850s, during the time when spiritualism had crossed the Atlantic to reach Britain, a number of 
mediums and spiritualists offered their services in the search for Sir John Franklin.  In what British 
historian Francis Spufford regards as a “curious connection between psychic and Arctic interests,” the 
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American explorer, Elisha Kane, who held a romantic interest in Margaret Fox, one of the famed Fox 
sisters responsible for the spiritualist craze in America, launched his own search for Franklin.9  Even if we 
only considered the compelling story of Sir John Franklin and his disappearance, Shane McCorristine has 
observed, we would be forced to conclude that “the histories of Arctic exploration and spiritualism are 
interrelated to an extraordinary degree.”10 
But Arctic exploration and psychical science interface once again, although in a less spectacular 
fashion, with Lt. Adolphus W. Greely, the American commander of the Greely Arctic Expedition of 1881-
1884. The expedition’s saga is told in Greely’s Three Years of Arctic Service, while its spiritual side was 
detailed in an article by Greeley in the Ladies Home Journal entitled “When I Stood Face to Face with 
Death.” In that article Commander Greely recounted how he and his men “held fast to the eternal and 
imponderable qualities of the mental and spiritual universe,” pondering “what was to come in a future 
existence.”  Those who believed in a future life, Greely declared, “bore present evils with more courage 
and composure than could be expected from non-believers.”11  While lecturing in Washington, DC in 
1887, Greely spent time in the company of Alfred Russel Wallace, the noted English naturalist.  Wallace, 
it might be recalled, had a paper read on his behalf by Elliott Coues at the Psychical Science Congress 
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titled “Notes on the Growth of Opinion as to Obscure Psychical Phenomena during the Last Fifty Years.”  
Greely and his companions, who gathered at their “small conversational club” in Washington, were 
quite taken by Wallace’s “advanced views [on] spiritualism.” The Greely group was charmed by 
Wallace’s “amiability, interesting talk…freedom from contentiousness…and wonderful fund of general 
and scientific knowledge.”12 
 Spiritualism shared another significant feature with Arctic exploration—a penchant for fraud 
and deceit.  Both men who claimed to have reached the North Pole either in 1908 or 1909, Frederick A. 
Cook (1865-1940) and Robert E. Peary (1856-1920), apparently lied about it.  The documentation of the 
two explorers, which they said proved their claim to have reached the North Pole, was either fabricated 
or non-existent, causing Arctic historians to conclude that neither man reached the Pole, and reminding 
us that individuals more prestigious than most spiritualist mediums can have their credibility questioned 
and their reputations destroyed.13  While the battle raged in the press about who was the first to reach 
the Pole, spiritualists began to weigh in on the controversy.  In a 1911 letter from William T. Stead, 
editor of the Review of Reviews to Washington, DC attorney Arthur R. Colburn, Stead claimed to have 
received spirit messages informing him that neither Dr. Cook nor Commander Peary had reached the 
North Pole but that Cook had gotten closest.  Stead informs Colburn in the letter that he received a 
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message from the spirit of Sir John Franklin stating that he [Franklin] had personally escorted Cook to a 
short distance from the Pole when he allowed Cook to complete the journey on his own.  In his response 
to Stead, Colburn wrote that it was “most noteworthy that the testimony of the spirit world is 
unanimous that neither explorer reached the pole, but that Cook got nearer than Peary,” citing 
testimony from over “fifty gifted psychics” who confirmed this opinion.14 
Mars, Martians, and Spirit Voyages to the Red Planet 
The beginnings of the fin-de-siècle Mars mania can be traced to the remarkable telescopic 
observations made by the Italian astronomer Giovanni Virginio Schiaparelli during the opposition of 
September 1877 when he claimed to have discovered what he termed canali (channels or canals 
depending on the translation) on the planet’s surface.  Mars can get as close as 35 million miles to earth 
when it is in opposition, meaning the opposite side of the earth to the sun.  Oppositions afford 
astronomers their best view of the planet.  Interest in Mars grew worldwide after Schiaparelli’s 
discovery and by the early 1890s was growing quite intense when in August 1892, as the planet was in 
its closest opposition since 1877, the famed French astronomer and novelist Camille Flammarion 
published his monumental work on the red planet.15  When the book fell into the hands of Percival 
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Lowell, a New England amateur scientist already familiar to the reading public, the Mars mania entered 
a completely new phase.  Flammarion’s notion that Mars was inhabited by beings like us captured 
Lowell’s imagination, and during the summer of 1894, after only observing Mars telescopically for one 
month, Lowell announced to the world that Martians had constructed the canals to carry water from its 
melting polar caps to alleviate a global water shortage.  Lowell proceeded to publicly proclaim his 
Martian thesis in a number of magazine articles published in Popular Astronomy and Atlantic Monthly 
and through a series of lectures in 1895 at Boston’s Huntington Hall.  The public was enthralled by his 
Martian romance of extraterrestrials fighting off extinction and this popular view of intelligent Martian 
canal builders lasted well beyond his death in 1916.16  
Flammarion and Lowell shared another related interest in addition to speculating about life on 
Mars, that of psychical research.  Like Arctic exploration, modern Martian studies are firmly linked to 
psychical research through its involvement with spiritualism. Camille Flammarion, we will recall, had 
sent Elliott Coues a telegram of congratulations at the opening of the Psychical Science Congress and is a 
well-known figure in the historiography of psychical research.  Percival Lowell is less well known to 
historians of psychical science even though his Occult Japan: The Way of the Gods: An Esoteric Study of 
Japanese Personality and Possession (1894), was acclaimed for its well-documented study of trance 
phenomena.   Flammarion was drawn to spiritualism throughout his whole life while Lowell shunned any 
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association with spiritualists, a number of whom approached him with ideas for contacting Martians.17  
Even while he was promulgating his canal-building Martian thesis, Lowell was being assailed by 
professional astronomers for misleading the public in a similar fashion that professional psychologists 
rebuked psychical researchers for popularizing occultism and promoting false science.    
The Mars mania of the period is also infused with accounts of spirit travel to the planet with the 
classic case of such mediumistic journeying being Théodore Flournoy’s investigative account of Hélène 
Smith in Des Indes à la Planète Mars [From India to the Planet Mars](1899).  Flournoy, a professor of 
psychology at the University of Geneva and a noted psychical researcher, began attending her séances 
in December 1894, and while rejecting her interplanetary claims, concluded that her rather remarkable 
abilities were the result of a heightened subliminal subconsciousness.18  But the case of Hélène Smith, 
while the most celebrated of Martian spirit travel lore, was hardly unique and overshadows a number of 
lesser known American cases of spiritual flight to Mars.  One such case involved Sackville G. Leyson, of 
Syracuse, New York, founder and president of the city’s First Progressive Co-Operatic Psychological 
Association.  Newspaper accounts of Leyson’s amazing adventure relate that his spirit travelled the 40 
million mile distance between Earth and Mars in just forty minutes while he lay rested and composed on 
a couch in the presence of fifty members of his Psychological Association.  Following his return trip to 
Syracuse Leyson described two different humanoid Martian species—a large type where he only came 
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up to their knees and another much smaller type which only came up to his knees.  He hoped that he 
would soon to be able to duplicate his travels before a group of scientists.19  The discerning observer 
cannot but help be struck by the allusion to the classic traveller’s tale by Jonathan Swift whereby Swift’s 
character, Lemuel Gulliver, in a similar fashion to Sackville Leyson, encounters in the island of Lilliput a 
race of tiny people less than six inches tall and in the realm of Brobingnab a race of giants.  Curiously, in 
this fantastic tale of Gulliver’s Travels, written in 1726, Swift anticipates a modern astronomical 
discovery, confirmed by the American astronomer Asaph Hall in 1877, of two moons orbiting Mars.20  
The size and rotation of the two moons described by Swift corresponded so closely to Hall’s 
observations that one writer mused that “some have refused to attribute it to coincidence, and assert 
that Swift must have had some uncanny means of knowing the truth by crystal-gazing, or astral currents, 
or one of the varied means of information, which come within the ken of the Society for Psychical 
Research.”21   At any rate, one New York woman confirmed Sackville Leyson’s observations of curious 
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Martian creatures when she claimed that she herself was visited by a spirit from Mars six years before 
Leyson had made his ‘trip’ to the planet.  One newspaper was rather impressed by this “good deal of 
[apparent] travel between Earth and Mars.”22 
 And indeed there was.  George W. Arnold, a devoted reader of the Cincinnati Enquirer, wrote to 
the paper that while he had found their coverage on Sackville Leyson compelling he had additional 
information to share on another spiritual traveler “better able to speak on Mars.”  He wrote about 
attending a public trumpet séance where the spirit of Robert G. Ingersoll was “delivering a lecture in the 
trumpet.”  The Rev. Dr. B. F. Austin (see below) was also present and asked the famous agnostic, 
“Colonel, there is quite a discussion between scientists and scientific writers as to whether Mars is 
inhabited.  Have you visited Mars?”  Ingersoll replied “Yes, Henry Ward Beecher and I visited Mars, and 
found it inhabited with a race of people much smaller in stature than we, who are highly educated, but 
have no religion as you have.  We are going to introduce Spiritualism there as soon as possible.”23 
 Bringing spiritualism to unenlightened Martians who were devoid of a religious sense was also 
the intent of another intrepid spiritual voyager, Mrs. Sara Weiss (1832-1904) of St. Louis, Missouri.  In 
accounts to reporters of the Post-Dispatch, Mrs. Weiss claimed to have made several visits to Mars 
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during a period extending from October 6, 1892, to September 16, 1894 through the means of “soul 
flight” in the company of the departed spirits of noted scientists Louis Agassiz and Alexander von 
Humboldt.  She described Mars [or Ento as Martians called their planet] as a “happy planet, filled with 
love,” while the ‘Entonians’ designated Earth as “the sorrowful star.”  All these romantic ventures were 
recorded in her book Journeys to the Planet Mars (1903), a work which the Post-Dispatch noted 
resonated with residents in St. Louis as there were many citizens throughout the city who accepted her 
account as literally true, “held by them to be a record of travel as authentic as if it merely covered a 
voyage to Europe instead of a soul flight through unfathomable space to Mars.”24  The newspaper also 
gave the book a favorable review, praising “its inherent depth of thought, gracefulness of style, and 
comprehensible philosophy.”  Her observation that Martians excelled Earthlings “in mechanical and 
scientific fields,” but lagged far behind us “in religious and spiritual matters,” prompted Mrs. Weiss and 
her spirit guides “to enlighten the people of Mars, who dwelt in the darkness of a profound 
materialism.”25  The purpose of her book, as stated by the Rev. B. F. Austin in a sermon to his spiritualist 
congregation in Rochester, New York, was to teach Martians about spiritualism and convert them to its 
doctrines, an ambitious evangelical space mission to say the least.26  In her obituary, the Post-Dispatch 
indicated that Mrs. Weiss, “a cultured woman, highly esteemed for her many qualities of head and 
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heart,” was a past president of the First Spiritual Association of St. Louis and that she had been raised on 
a farm adjacent to the childhood home of General Phillip Sheridan and his brother in Perry County, 
maintaining a friendship with the famous Union Army general throughout her life.27   
 Following its publication in 1903, Mrs. Weiss’s book caught the attention of a prominent 
Rochester, New York spiritualist, the Rev. Dr. B. F. Austin, who published a second edition of Journeys to 
the Planet Mars through his own firm, the Austin Publishing Company.  B. F. [Benjamin Fish] Austin 
(1850-1933) remains an understudied figure in the history of early-twentieth century spiritualism.  In 
1899 he was declared a heretic by the London Conference of the Methodist Church for his advocacy of 
spiritualism and expelled from the pulpit of the Methodist Church of Canada.  Following his 
excommunication from the Methodist Church, Austin spent a number of years writing about 
spiritualism, culminating with Glimpses of the Unseen: A Study of Dreams, Premonitions, Prayers, and 
Remarkable Answers, Hypnotism, Spiritualism, Telepathy, Apparitions, Peculiar Mental and Spiritual 
Experiences, Unexplained Psychical Phenomena (Toronto and Bradford: Bradley-Garretson, 1898), a 
book that drew heavily form the work of British and American psychical researchers.  In 1904, he moved 
to Rochester, New York where, along with a number of area spiritualists founded Plymouth Church.  
Austin stayed at Plymouth until 1911 whereupon he moved to Los Angeles to become affiliated with 
various spiritualist churches in California.28   
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 A final remarkable case of spiritual flight to Mars concerns the investigative account of a 
medium known as ‘Mrs. Smead’ by James H. Hyslop, who became secretary of the reorganized American 
Society of Psychical Research in 1907.  Mrs. Smead was the pseudonym of Mrs. Ida Maude Cleaveland 
(1868-1923), an American housewife who practiced automatic writing and received revelations about 
spiritual life on Mars.  She was ‘discovered’ when her husband, the Rev. Willis Milton Cleaveland (1866-
1927), minister of the Methodist Church of Winchester and Westport, New Hampshire, wrote Hyslop in 
1901 who subsequently began working closely with her for many years.  In his correspondence with 
Hyslop, Rev. Cleaveland spoke of his wife’s mediumistic powers and indicated that he had transcribed a 
collection of ‘communications’ purportedly from the planet Mars.  His interest piqued, Hyslop 
discovered that the clergyman’s experiments with his wife had extended over several years and that 
reasonably good records had been kept.  Mrs. Smead had used the planchette since childhood and in 
1895 she began to receive messages from three of her deceased children, whose spirits now inhabited 
Mars.  Hyslop suspected this to be a case of subconscious duplicity for he soon discovered that one of 
the sessions in 1895 occurred one day before an article about Percival Lowell appeared in a newspaper 
subscribed to by the couple.  The Cleavelands denied that Mrs. Smead had read the newspaper article or 
any of Lowell’s articles about life on Mars and subsequent sittings with Mrs. Smead convinced Hyslop 
that she possessed some genuine mediumistic ability.29  But he attributed her automatic writings from 
the planchette—the communications from Mars—as a manifestation of the subconscious mind while 
newspaper accounts of Mrs. Stead’s revelations tended to dwell on her descriptions of Martian 
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language, foliage, and airships.30  Psychical science was part and parcel of the period’s fascination with 
the unexplored and unknown—whether regions of the mind, remote parts of the planet, or revolving 
planets around the Sun.  
Spiritualism and the Occult in African-American Culture 
The historian John Kucich has concluded that spiritualism has been too narrowly configured as 
an Anglo-American dominated affair with an origin myth of 1848.  A broader perspective, he suggests, 
allows for Native American and African-American “spiritualist practices like conjure [hoodoo] and the 
Ghost Dance” to become part of the landscape and context of nineteenth century spiritualist history.31  
Conjure, an integral part of American slave culture mentality, is frequently designated as an umbrella 
term for invoking spiritual power for various applications of self-enhancement and self-preservation, or 
oppositely, to direct affliction toward others, often designated as ‘harming practices’.  Conjure can best 
be regarded as enveloping the entire apparatus of techniques and avenues to the spiritual realm by 
particularly gifted psychically-inclined individuals on Southern slave plantations in order to improve the 
physical conditions or mental welfare of other slaves.  Conjure and related avenues to the supernatural 
referred to as ‘spirit work’—Hoodoo, root working, tricking, and Voodoo—were critical worldviews 
offering African American slaves occult devices for coming to grips with an unfriendly and hostile 
environment.  Although there are distinctions among these terms, they all refer to similar spiritual 
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practices.32  Conjurers, who were held in high esteem by African American slaves who believed they 
wielded more power than the slave masters themselves, prepared small bags containing roots from 
various plants, trees and cemetery soil called “gooper” dust for plantation slaves to wear around their 
necks for spiritual protection.  These bags, called by various names such as “hand,” “toby,” “ju-ju,” 
“greegree bags,” and “voodoo bags,” were worn by nearly every Southern slave, young or old, male or 
female.33   
These manifestations of African American spiritualism are generally absent from mainstream 
spiritualist historiography.  They have been subjected to what Margarita Simon Guillory terms a 
historical compounded repression—a “multivariate form of resistance that seeks to eliminate the 
expression of certain person(s)/act(s) from historical records.”34  This historically compounded 
repression came about not only through the machinations of white spiritualists but, in the early 
twentieth century, from those black religious communities in Northern cities desiring to distance 
themselves from the voodoo/spiritualism practices brought to the North by Southern migrants.  
However, despite this suppression from white spiritualists groups and black religious communities, 
African American Spiritualists found other avenues of expression in the early twentieth century, 
particularly through the so-called storefront spiritual churches—one room churches, frequently in older 
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or abandoned buildings, which African Americans established as they migrated to Northern urban 
centers.  While African-American spiritualism has not been fully incorporated into the general project of 
modern occult studies, recent signs indicate this is beginning to change with the appearance of a new 
subfield called Africana Esoteric Studies.35 
Individual African Americans who are well known for their involvement in various reform causes 
of the nineteenth century and for whom spiritualism was either a central or marginal feature of their 
careers are also beginning to receive increasing historical notice.  Sojourner Truth, for example, is now 
recognized as at least a minor figure in the Spiritualist movement, identifying with spiritualism as early 
as 1851 and continuing an association with spiritualist organizations until her death in 1883.  Truth 
cultivated a lifelong friendship with Giles B. Stebbins, a Detroit spiritualist and friend of Col. John C. 
Bundy of the Religio-Philosophical Journal who wrote an important commentary on the Psychical 
Science Congress.36  New information about another prominent African American woman, Hattie E. 
Wilson, whose Our Nig (1859) is the earliest known novel written by an African American woman, has 
revealed her rather extensive activities as a Boston spiritualist medium.37  But the work of the most 
important African American, Paschal Beverly Randolph (1825-875), has been more fully recovered, 
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thanks to the splendid biography by John Patrick Deveney who identifies Randolph as a central figure in 
the transformation of spiritualism to occultism in the closing decades of the nineteenth century.38   
While most psychical research scholars are familiar with John Patrick Deveney, they seem 
unaware of the work of Patrick Arthur Polk, an anthropologist/historian who has contributed new 
insights into the complex cultural relationship of African Americans and spiritualism.  Polk has examined 
a number of cases from the mid-nineteenth to the early-twentieth century in which racialized spirits, 
brought to life by Anglo-American mediums, evoked “imaginative constructions of blackness” with 
connections “to other race-inflected public discourses of the time.”  More precisely, the context of 
raising African American spirits from the dead and the performative manner in which their presence was 
staged, Polk has confirmed, conformed to related cultural portrayals of Blacks associated with 
“storytelling and joking, minstrelsy and theatrical conventions, and nascent anthropological systems of 
human distinction.”39  In one particular case, Polk describes a fascinating entertainment venue held at a 
spiritualist organizational meeting which offered a “full-blown hypnosis-fueled musical program with 
spiritualists in black face providing minstrel entertainment complete with banjoes, tambourines, etc.” 
Polk ‘s convincing linkage of mediumship, minstrelsy, and the portrayal of black spirits to traditions in 
the popular theatrical arts further reflects the racialized dimensions of American spiritualism.40   
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Other recent scholarly work on African American occultism has focused on correcting 
misunderstandings of Voodoo and highlighting its close association with American spiritualism.  Most 
popular and scholarly literature, asserts Kodi A. Roberts, views Voodoo as a somewhat despicable 
religion belonging exclusively to African Americans, a perception that he notes contributes to the further 
disparaging and negative depictions of African American fringe religion.41  The term Voodoo references 
the organized religion imported from Haiti that flourished in New Orleans from the eighteenth through 
the early twentieth century while Hoodoo characterizes the magico-religious practices of ‘workers’ 
serving individual clients.  Instead of being a static religious form, Voodoo, as Roberts indicates, adapted 
to the racially diverse cultural environment found in New Orleans, drawing into its orbit both Blacks and 
whites who were searching for a system that could bring them power, profit, and prestige.  The racial 
diversity found in New Orleans Voodoo in both practitioners and clients by the early twentieth century is 
a clear demonstration, Roberts argues, of what was originally an African American religion broadening 
into a more distinctly American religion.42  Many of the religious aspects of Voodoo were incorporated 
into newer churches, founded in New Orleans in 1920 by Mother Leafy Anderson (c. 1887-1927), a black 
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minister from Chicago who combined elements of Spiritualism, Pentecostalism, Catholicism, and 
Voodoo into what would simply be called Spiritual churches.43   
 The Great Migration brought tens of thousands of Southern blacks to Chicago.44  With them they 
brought their spiritualistic practices and conjuring traditions of the slave era and, while rejected for the 
most part by respectable Black churches, established their own places of worship, the spiritualist 
storefront church which resembled one-room church buildings found in the South.  Although these 
congregations soon renamed themselves ‘Spiritual’ instead of ‘Spiritualist’, they nonetheless retained a 
belief in communication with spirits and used mediums to relay messages between their members and 
the spirit world.45  The Black Spiritual movement, a combination of occult, African, Christian, and 
metaphysical traditions, emerged in large urban areas of early twentieth century America, most notably 
in Chicago, New Orleans, Detroit, New York, and Kansas City. 
 By the 1930s Spiritual churches in Chicago had experienced tremendous growth, numbering 
over fifty congregations and representing nearly eleven percent of the city’s African American 
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churches.46  These Spiritual churches contributed to Chicago’s cultural modernism when they began 
purchasing air time from small independent radio stations.  As Davarian L. Baldwin has observed, a new 
gospel style of music was becoming featured in the services of Chicago’s Black Spiritual churches and 
soon Chicagoans of all races were hearing this sound through the “ministry of singing Evangelists and 
Spiritualist preachers on the radio.” Radio provided the medium, Baldwin contends, where marginal 
religious groups such as the Spiritual churches created a cultural venue reaching “more Americans of 
both races” than any other group utilizing any form of social communication.  Through the transmission 
over the airwaves of “a fascinating blend of old and new, foreign and familiar sounds to a larger listening 
community,” spiritual churches contributed to “the creation of a modern religious experience.”47 
Another important feature of this religious modernism contributed by African American Spiritual 
Churches in Chicago and other Northern cities was the explosion of magical and occult products for 
spiritual and financial enhancement, which were widely marketed through both the churches and the 
Black newspapers.  Combined with the sale of occult commercial items, Yvonne P. Chireau has shown, 
was “a remarkably elaborate system of gambling…known variously as the Numbers, Bolito, or Policy.”48  
Emerging from Chicago in the late 1880s, the ‘Numbers’ soon became established across the country as 
a popular black-market lottery system.  Playing the numbers was facilitated by consulting so-called 
dream books and other supernatural artifacts sold at the storefront Spiritual churches.  Dream books, 
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however, were hardly the exclusive property of African American numbers players.  White gamblers 
frequently consulted these dream books and through this exposure to them became familiar with 
African American language and supernatural imagery.49  Through the sale of occult products and 
gambling, sanctioned by the storefront Spiritual churches, “the roles of the slave Conjurer and the 
southern Hoodoo Doctor were transferred to new environments” where “supernatural specialists who 
practiced in the cities recast their magical work as ministries.”50   
New Thought and Chicago’s Occult Commercialism 
Before African American commercial occult marketing in Chicago became prevalent a number of 
white entrepreneurs who preceded them exploited the self-help ideals of New Thought more for 
financial gain than for spreading the spiritual uplift of metaphysical idealism.  This emerging 
commercialism, underway in the mid-1890s, served to transform much of progressive occultism from 
the ideal of individual transformation of average citizens into psychically gifted people which would then 
lift the human race to a higher spiritual realm into a form of commercial hucksterism in which the 
promise of psychical skills would be easily obtained through home course books and study guides 
purchased through a proliferating array of practical occult magazines and periodicals.  Gone from this 
newer trend of occult self-help was the arduous process of strenuous theosophical and spiritual 
exercises in favor of quickly-learned telepathy, clairvoyance, psychometry, etc., through pamphlets 
available for purchase in the advertisements of these periodicals.  Cheap and easy were the new 
watchwords of this proliferating occult hucksterism.  Only recently has this trend in occult 
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commercialism begun to receive much attention with the finest study to date being that of John Patrick 
Deveney who notes that this particular variety of the early twentieth century psychical development 
industry has been overlooked; most historians of New Thought have focused either on the spread of the 
movement, the development of churches and associations devoted to its cause, or the more general 
self-help thrust of the movement.  Instead Deveney views this hucksterism as the “more interesting 
(though seamier) underside” of the New Thought movement characterized  by “a world of magic and 
occultism,…con men, crooks, cranks,…obscure journals and popular magazines with vast circulations,… 
bogus swamis, [and] secret societies”.51  Deveney’s take on New Thought commercialism is at variance 
with the position of Suzanne K. Kaufman, who views the commercialism associated with the Lourdes 
[France] healing shrine in a more positive light, arguing that a false dichotomy between the spiritual and 
the commercial has been erected by historians and that the sale of trinkets and bottles of water have 
been essential to the status of Lourdes as a faith and healing shrine.52  Deveney locates the center of 
New Thought commercialism in the Western part of the United States but we could more readily argue 
that its heart, and most certainly its beginnings, was found in Chicago and various locales in the 
Midwest.  Six of the seven names Deveney lists as representing this new force in commercial 
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occultism—William Walker Atkinson, Sydney B. Flower, Sidney A. Weltmer, J.C.F. Grumbine, Ernest 
Loomis, News E. Wood, and Thomas Jasper Betiero—launched occult enterprises of some sort in 
Chicago during the late 1890s and early 1900s.  Only Sidney A. Weltmer, the founder of “Weltmerism” 
who owned and operated a suggestive therapeutics clinic in Nevada, Missouri, operated outside of 
Chicago. 
In 1901, Sydney Blanchard Flower (1867-c.1928), an obscure but significant magazine editor and 
entrepreneur, epitomized those businessmen who seized upon the occult lure of the New Thought to 
make an easy dollar.  One newspaper observed that “Sydney Flower [is in] the business of making 
money ‘quick,’ [preying on] the gullibility of mankind.”53  In 1901, he ambitiously launched the Psychic 
Club of Chicago, a “private order of cultured men and women interested in the Powers of Mind, the 
New Thought, and Experimental Psychology,” i.e., occultism and psychical research.  Flower’s Journal of 
Magnetism, published in Chicago by his Psychic Research Company, served as the official organ of the 
Psychic Club.   Flower established a reading room and library at the Auditorium Building,54  with hours 
set aside “for healing, thought-transmission, [and] success circles” during which members, through their 
united thought-waves, would cast “a vast girdle of electric unity of purpose throughout this 
continent.”55   
                                                          
53
 “The ‘New Thought’.” Omaha World-Herald, June 9, 1904, 4. Flower himself confessed, “I don’t love money…. I 
want money…barrels of it.” Sydney Flower, “Money-Making and Other Things,” New Thought 11 (June 1902), 11. 
 
54
 The Auditorium Building, built during the years 1886-1890, was a premier showcase of Chicago’s cultural 
ascendency and a splendid example of the architectural designs of Louis Sullivan and Dankmar Adler. Situated on 
the corner of Michigan Avenue and Congress Street, the multi-purpose Auditorium Building, with a theater, hotel, 
and offices, was the tallest structure in Chicago and the largest structure in the United States. The Auditorium, an 
ambitious attempt to “create an unprecedented cultural institution,” provided a fitting headquarters for the 
similarly ambitious Psychic Club of Chicago. Mark Clague, “The Industrial Evolution of the Arts: Chicago’s 
Auditorium Building (1889-) as Cultural Machine,” Opera Quarterly 22 (Summer-Autumn 2006), 504; and Joseph M. 
Siry, The Chicago Auditorium Building: Adler and Sullivan’s Architecture and the City (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2002).  
55
 [No Title], Journal of Magnetism 10 (May 1901): 14. For joining the Psychic Club in 1902 Flower promised to send 
each member a free copy of the Kill-Fear Secret, a method, he claimed, which could be “understood and applied in 
five minutes,” promising that it “absolutely breaks up FEAR and all distressing emotions by means of a simple 
291 
 
In the November 1901 issue of the Journal of Magnetism Sydney Flower introduced William 
Walker Atkinson (1862-1932) as his new co-editor.56  Between January and April 1902 Atkinson steered 
the Journal in new directions, informing readers of that the journal was being renamed New Thought, 
and renaming the Psychic Club of Chicago as the Psychic Club of America.  He reported that since the 
Psychic Club was “rapidly growing” with “applications pouring in from all parts of the country,” the new 
name better reflected its widening scope.  Atkinson boasted that he and Flower’s Psychic Club had 
“more members than any other organization of its kind” and that “wonderful results” in the field of 
experimental psychology were being reported.”57  Members, Atkinson announced, were rapidly 
advancing their psychical skills, with not just a few demonstrating “wonderful powers….in thought-
transference, mind-reading, psychometry, clairvoyance, etc., etc.”58  In one advertising flyer for the Club, 
Atkinson indicated “We believe in the Dynamic Force of Individual Thought” and requested all members, 
wherever they may be, to “give up five minutes to a silent determination…at the noon hour” that they 
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might create “one vast Battery of Thought throughout the world; a Battery that will make its influence 
felt in the fullness of time.”59 
 Flower most likely borrowed the name “Psychic Club” from the Metaphysical Magazine edited 
by Leander Whipple and which was published in New York City.60  He also may have gotten the idea for 
the mass noontime silent thought projection from another Chicago entrepreneur occultist, Ernest 
Loomis, who had organized the Home Silent Thought Brotherhood in October 1896 to develop occult 
powers “in accordance with the laws of cooperative thought.”61  Such silent thought projection, whether 
conducted individually or as a group effort, could have, unbeknownst to us today, affected the outcome 
of some of the era’s major historical events.  The Home Silent Thought Brotherhood, according to one 
newspaper, albeit satirically, played a considerable role in bringing the Spanish-American War to a quick 
cessation.  The paper suggested that the Brotherhood, with their twenty-five thousand “deep and 
powerful thinkers” simply “’thought’ away the war.”  It instructed its readers that ‘”thoughts are 
endless” and that once “a thought wave” is launched, it travels onward ceaselessly affecting everything 
and everyone with which it comes in contact.”  The paper seemed troubled that the Brotherhood was 
not bringing the full brunt of its thought waves to the solution of other pressing social concerns but 
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though they were uncertain as to “just how effective the thoughts of Chicago occultists have been in 
bringing the war to a close there is not a shadow of doubt that they have worked wonders.”62   
Psychical Euthenics, Moral Environmentalism, and Progressive Occultism: A Shared Vision of Spiritual 
Evolutionary Thought     
 
I have suggested in this dissertation that occultism was an important aspect of the overall 
makeup of the individuals who pursued psychical science both in Chicago and at the Psychical Science 
Congress.  We can see this clearly, for example, in the professional lives of Elliott Coues, Frances Willard, 
and John C. Bundy.  Admittedly, their involvement in occultism varied considerably both in time and 
intensity, as all had ongoing professional concerns requiring the bulk of their attention—Coues to 
natural science, Willard to the WCTU, and Bundy to the Religio-Philosophical Journal.  Each of these 
individuals, along with the scores of men and women drawn to spiritualism, theosophy, and psychical 
research in Chicago and across the nation incorporated occultism into their worldview and efforts at 
reform.  If occultism was not always the defining feature of these leading cultural figures, it nonetheless 
figured heavily in their understanding of subjectivity in a modern urbanized world.  In a similar fashion, 
occultism itself shared considerable cultural space with reform undertakings voicing similar visions of 
individual and social progress for the present as well as the future.  In other words, across the spectrum 
of Progressive Era reform, a shared understanding about what was necessary to achieve significant 
social improvement and personal uplift can be found in the approaches and goals of various social 
movements.  For example, four keywords identified by historians as critical in comprehending the sweep 
of cultural progressivism—spirituality, evolution, environment, and efficiency—characterize the 
relationship of occultism with a number of related progressive undertakings.  At first glance psychical 
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science would appear to have little in common with euthenics, ecology, the ‘fresh air’ movement, 
conservation, or the city beautiful movement—all significant progressive reforms which, along with 
spiritualism and theosophy, embraced the four keywords which defined much of progressivism evident 
from the late 1880s through the First World War.   
In a seminal article speculating on how historians should position occultism as an enterprise and 
body of knowledges and practices in modernity, Corinna Treitel pointedly asked “Where does the occult 
fit?”  Questioning its traditional placement as a discursive formation residing in contested spaces 
between science and religion, Treitel called for “new perspectives” in appreciating how occultism works 
in modern cultures, insights that would not only place occultism in a more positive light, but account for 
its seemingly pervasive presence in places we would not expect.63  One unexpected place that the 
“radical optimists” of occultism were drawn to was the progressive scheme of eugenics which advocated 
a program of bio-determinism calling for scientific human breeding based on the new sciences of 
heredity and genetics in order to optimize a population of healthy individuals strong in mind and body 
while controlling the reproduction of the lesser fit.64  Eugenics was one of a number of secular 
movements drawing on evolutionary thought that had a significant impact on social policy in the United 
States throughout the first three decades of the twentieth century.65  Other persons attracted to the 
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movements associated with progressive occultism, however, including a great number of those in 
Chicago attending the Psychical Science Congress, were more sympathetically inclined to identify 
environmental influences instead of biological determinism as the means for uplifting humanity and 
improving the overall condition of the human “stock.”  These individuals chose euthenics, a science of 
environmental determinism, over eugenics, as the most effective way for achieving progress, if not 
ultimate perfection, for humanity both in the immediate present as well as the near future.  Ellen  
Swallow Richards, a nutritional scientist and the first woman to serve on the faculty at MIT, initially used 
the term ‘euthenics’ in 1905 calling it rather vaguely as the “science of better living.”  Five years later she 
refined the term by defining euthenics as the “betterment of living conditions, through conscious 
endeavor, for the purpose of securing efficient [my italics] human beings.”  She cited in particular the 
environment of the home as determining the health, character, and interactive capacities of family 
members as well as their relationship to the outside community.  Richards characterized the influences 
of the home environment and the relations it generated as “partly physical and material, partly ethical 
and psychical [my italics].”  For Richards personal evolution came “from within,” with progress and “the 
belief in better things” resulting from impressions made upon individual minds.66 
What is significant here is the introduction by Richards of the term psychical into the discursive 
discussion of a science of environmental euthenics.  While admittedly not using the term in the exact 
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sense that spiritualists, theosophists, and psychical researchers did as embracing an extraordinary range 
of mental and supernatural phenomena, the use of the word ‘psychical’ nonetheless points to the 
manner by which vocabulary and ideas central to occultism became appropriated into the language and 
conceptual formulations of non-occultists.  For once psychical (i.e., mental, spiritual, and moral) 
considerations become incorporated into more general usage and acceptance, the door is opened to 
expanding the conception of ‘normal’ mental functions to the range of ‘exceptional mental states’ 
described by William James and investigated by the Society for Psychical Research.  Never mind that 
these exceptional mental states were disputed and denied by segments of the scientific community and 
general public—they have now become a possibility within the normative constitution of mental 
development and ability.  For in a euthenic utopia, just how far advanced were ‘minds’ supposed to 
evolve?  If mental capacities, as developed through euthenic influence, were to increase at levels  
beyond generally accepted abilities and functions of the mind, then who is the occultist now?  At that 
point, where the language and aspirations of secular and occult spokespersons are intertwined, it 
becomes difficult to separate occult from non-occult positions and to discriminate spiritual and 
theosophical science from a science such as psychical euthenics.  This becomes one important way, then, 
in which the occult ‘fits’ in modern society—through the blending of its own particular spiritual-
philosophical perspectives with more generalized secular movements.  Clearly, as two historians have 
recently suggested, occultism is “central for understanding all types of discursive networks in the 
Victorian era and beyond.”67 
Ellen Richards’ view of euthenic evolution bears a close resemblance to the spiritual evolution 
portrayed by spiritualists and theosophists.  Henry Steele Olcott, for example, explained the 
theosophical position of individual evolution by establishing within psychical science a “Darwinian 
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psychology,” that would enable the evolution of both body and soul “to the finer as well as to the 
grosser elements which constitute the human being.”68  Lilian Whiting, the public philosopher of 
spiritualism and whose paper on “That Which Is To Come” was read a Chicago’s Psychical Congress, 
wrote frequently of a spiritual world inhabited with “beings like ourselves” but who were in a “higher 
state of evolution.”  For Whiting, it was essential that man’s spiritual nature become more fully 
developed, a task she believed fell squarely upon psychical science, a science that she believed had 
already discovered the “unseen realm” in which these spiritual beings resided.  Moreover, as physics 
had confirmed the presence of an atmospheric ethereal plane, psychical science had demonstrated that 
the ether was in fact a spiritual atmosphere wherein the psychical body could survive and flourish.  It 
became imperative, in Whiting’s view, that to develop spiritually, mankind must learn to survive and 
move about in the ethereal atmosphere, which she contended was an ever-present environment similar 
to the physical atmosphere in which humans breathed and lived.  The ethereal environment would 
thereby further the spiritual evolution of mankind through development of the psychical condition, 
pushing mankind to the next higher phases of life.69  The biologist and naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace 
(1823-1913), who also had a paper on spiritualism read at the Chicago Psychical Congress, believed that 
new psychical qualities would arise from the process of evolution, gainful mental attributes that he 
ascribed to supernatural agency.  In World of Life (1911) Wallace argued that spiritual influences 
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underscored human evolution and provided the guiding force for the creative powers of the mind, 
including intelligence and morality.70    
Progressives, as historians have shown, dreamed of transforming the individual through various 
reforms classified under the broad rubric of euthenic or ecological environmentalism:  conservation; 
parking (a term used by urban planners referring to the planning and construction of parks); the fresh air 
movement; civic beautification; and other reforms incorporating moral environmentalism as means to 
alter the urban landscape and uplift the psychical condition of its inhabitants.  Occult notions and ideas 
inevitably crept into a these reformative undertakings as well, blending or merging with postmillennial 
hopes to a degree in which secular spirituality could not be distinguished from spiritualism proper. 
Progressive occultism competed for turf not just with science and religion but with more secular reform 
movements for ‘soul regeneration’, personal uplift, and human progress.  Domains such as soul 
evolution were hardly the exclusive concern of occultists, but instead reflected a shared cultural 
philosophy with individuals and groups who also identified with the evolutionary tenets of ‘advanced’ 
progressivism.  Where occult notions were not always apparent in the intellectual formations of these 
more secular progressives, a deep concern with spirituality and spiritual values was generally in 
evidence.71 
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The urban geographer Phillip Gordon Mackintosh has written extensively on the secular semi-
occult spirituality which underwrote all efforts of moral environmentalism, a “conviction that beautiful 
and orderly environments morally influenced human behaviour and thought, and encouraged social 
uplift.”  Moral environmentalism, according to Mackintosh, “channeled ‘higher life,” and would lift 
urban masses to this higher life “through a type of moral osmosis,” a process that would appear to be an 
appropriation of quasi-occult practices by city planners especially as city planning was “as much about 
improving the social and psychic lives of people” as it was about designing cities.72  In addition, the fresh 
air movement, which expressed a strong Transcendentalist element of mystical and occult overtones, 
postulated that Nature would psychically benefit the children of the urban poor.73  Indeed, from Ralph 
Waldo Emerson to Gifford Pinchot and John Muir, occultism figured in the making of modern ecological 
environmentalism.  Emerson, for example, wrote in his essay On Nature (1849) that “particular natural 
facts are symbols of particular spiritual facts” and that “Nature is a symbol of spirit.”74  Likewise, both 
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Pinchot and Muir, pivotal figures in the Progressive Era conservation movement, incorporated strong 
spiritual values into their worldview of ecology and the environment, and were, for a time, quite 
invested in spiritualism.75  Christine Oravec, a historian of the environmental movement, has concluded 
that conservation became viewed so extensively as a secular religion that it was just “assumed that the 
true understanding of the principles of conservation came about through spiritual revelation.” 
Accordingly, she noted, the conservation movement, a “forceful and pragmatic program for public 
action” was steeped in evolutionary thought grounded in a “barely secularized spiritualism.”76    
In chapter one I briefly referred to the notion of postmillennialism in which Christ’s return is 
prefigured and prepared by mankind’s efforts at bringing about a perfected God’s Kingdom on Earth.  
This end-of-days religiosity merged with doctrines of evolution and found its way into a number of 
progressive reforms interweaving psychical euthenics and moral environmentalism into programs giving 
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hope and expectation to the postmillennial utopia that would be created by humankind itself.  As Phillip 
G. Mackintosh recently noted, postmillennialism “anchored much urban and social reform between 
1880 and 1920.”77  This spiritualized urban geography along with the elevation of a spiritually developed 
populace roaming the ethereal plane would lift people, in both the secular and occult vision, to the 
‘higher life’ of a postmillennial social utopia.  This, then, was precisely the kind progressive culture that 
psychical science, in tandem with moral environmentalism, expected to achieve in the near future—a 
postmillennially perfected society in which urban dwellers would be, for the secularists, mentally and 
morally uplifted and for the occultists, spiritually advanced and psychically talented.  “We are on the 
verge of a new era” was language typically seen both in the rhetoric of occultists and secularists alike.  
Sharing more than language, these groups also sought to create more efficient human beings, a goal 
openly expressed in the rapidly emergent social sciences of the early twentieth century and which 
psychical science hoped, but ultimately failed, to become. 
The Social Sciences of Spiritualism, Theosophy, and Psychical Research:  The Search for Practical Utility 
in Psychical Science 
 
Psychical science has been approached in its historiography largely through its relationship to 
the physical sciences, which it is generally said it sought to emulate, particularly with regards to physics 
and instruments of measurement and calibration.  But as the previous section suggested, occultism had 
an apparently strong kinship to particular social movements and environmental sciences which 
characterized the progressive spirit from the end of the nineteenth century to the years immediately 
preceding the First World War.  In their modes of investigation and data-gathering techniques, 
spiritualism and psychical research more closely mirrored the kind of evidence-gathering found in 
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anthropology, geography, sociology, and psychology.  As Roger Luckhurst has indicated, the contents of 
the Proceedings of the Society for Psychical Research as well as its signatory publication in 1886, 
Phantasms of the Living, consistently presented an enormous quantity of material gathered and sifted 
from countless letters and postcards sent to members of the SPR by the reading public.78  Bernadette M. 
Baker is perhaps the foremost scholar today who has theorized the relationship of psychical research to 
the social sciences, particularly in the manner in which it shared that particular perspective of 
integrating religion, philosophy, and science, an expressive approach Baker suggests can be found across 
the social sciences.  She further believes that questions over the nature of evidence in psychical research 
were not as central to its marginalization from other social sciences as was its elevation of “the mystical” 
from a subordinate status of non-Western regionalism and providing it with a certain fixed degree of 
stability not granted by other social sciences.79 
 Debates over subjects that encompassed the realm of the invisible were central, Baker suggests, 
to the formation of the new late-nineteenth century social science disciplines of abnormal psychology, 
anthropology, psychotherapy, sociology, and psychical research.  Psychical science, both in its pre-
publicity announcements and its span of subjects covered at the 1893 Congress in Chicago, ambitiously 
attempted to encompass all of these social sciences, granting extensive cultural latitude to spiritualism, 
which it designated as e the central controlling social science in bringing all the other social sciences 
under one discursive umbrella.  In this sense, psychical science, as conceived by Elliott Coues and a 
number of the arrangement committee members, would become a sort of super-social science through 
which the evidence brought forth from spiritualism and psychical research would provide theoretical 
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and programmatic guideposts for these related social sciences.  Lilian Whiting, for example, appeared as 
though she was calling for a sociology, history, and anthropology of the spirit world when she suggested 
that the inhabitants of the spiritual world located in the ethereal atmosphere had “homes, temples of 
worship, libraries, halls for music, for lectures,” and that what was now required of spiritualism here on 
earth was to “apprehend their nature, their methods of life, [and] the conditions that form their 
environment.”80  Expectations that psychical science would establish itself as a recognized social science 
lived on in the hopes of a number of Chicago occultists for some years but they would soon watch 
helplessly as other social sciences prospered in hospitable academic settings while psychical research 
lost ground in this competition and spiritualism failed to attain serious, sustained institutional or 
intellectual respectability.  
William James, in his last published account on psychical research, pointedly emphasized the 
problematic nature of so-called ‘scientific’ evidence and its unreliability as being ‘factual’ even when 
compared to the ‘evidence’ brought forth by spiritualism.  Believing “deliberate fraud and falsehood” to 
be “grossly superficial” in determining the veracity of evidence,  James pointed out that scientists often 
engaged in in deceit at public lectures, rather than let experiments fail.  He related one particular 
occasion, when as a medical student at Harvard, he himself “cheated shamelessly.”  As an assistant to 
Professor Newell Martin at a public lecture held in Sanders Theater demonstrating the physiology and 
nervous activity of a turtle’s heart, James was responsible for keeping the heart’s movements visible on 
a stereoscopic screen viewed by the audience as the lecturer described what was occurring on the 
screen.  James became horrified when the turtle’s heart suddenly expired and in a state of panic 
manipulated the dead organ manually with his lab utensils in a manner making it appear on the screen 
as though it was the actual movement of a live turtle’s heart.  James’ actions prevented the experiment 
from failing and kept the ‘true’ facts apparent for the audience’s proper understanding and the integrity 
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of the lecturer intact.  But just the memory of having to resort to cheating, James wrote, caused him to 
“feel charitable towards all mediums who make phenomena come in one way when they won’t come 
easily in another.”81 
If indeed everyone has ‘cheated’ at some point in life, as James seems to suggest, then the 
charge leveled against mediums for doing so when phenomena won’t appear on their own, loses some 
of its force, especially if, as David Walker has suggested, the public attended séances fully expecting that 
fraud and “possibly authentic phenomena,” would be included in the performance.  Walker views 
spiritualism as a Barnumesque type of entertainment full of “skepticism and operational intrigue” in 
which spiritualists appeared to be inviting the public to decide for themselves what they were seeing 
and hearing.  He suggests that Barnum had something more in mind that mere trickery or fraud when 
using the term humbug, a notion that combines publicity and showmanship to generate interest in a 
performance where even suspicious practices do not necessarily delegimate a potentially valid 
phenomena or credible intellectual position.82  Components of questionable spiritualist practices, acting 
in combination with commercial promotion and advertising and the spectacle and entertainment of the 
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séance setting, provides an important framework for understanding spiritualism’s appeal among the 
general populace. 
What was at stake for occultism and psychical research, even more than demonstrating to the 
public the genuineness of their phenomena and the truth of their spiritual philosophy, was to provide 
useful psychological or technical applications from their occult demonstrations.  In other words, the 
question was whether ‘discoveries’ and claims of extra-sensory psychical powers and astral travel to the 
spiritual kingdoms found in the ether were of any further utility to the public.  What technical 
developments, machinery, or physical apparatus could be appropriated from occultism to ‘something’ 
that could be mass-produced, widely disseminated, and utilized by the public in a rapidly developing 
consumer society in which new products, adapted from discoveries or innovations in science, were 
actually changing the way people lived their lives?  How exactly were people supposed to dwell on the 
ethereal plane and what were the practical benefits such lives in the ether bring to people on earth?  
Since progressive occultism was essentially a spiritual philosophy and social science of the invisible, the 
answer was that little if anything tangible or useful would be derived from occult studies and psychical 
research which would benefit large numbers of the population. 
 What was at stake for opponents of occultism was the prevention of the heavily feminized 
domains of spiritualism and theosophy from impinging on male authority in religion and science.  Even 
more troubling was the spilling over into science and religion of a feminine spiritually-intuitive manner 
of knowledge formation tied to an Eastern (Oriental) mysticism that would undermine a Scripturally-
informed Protestantism and undercut Western scientific reasoning and the prevalent materialism that 
served as its foundation.  But such encroachments of feminine thinking never materialized as 
spiritualism, theosophy, and psychical research were effectively held at bay—their marginalized status 
to dominant conventional intellectual structures always a potential threat but ultimately unable to stand 
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alongside in any kind of equal status with prevailing systems of thought reigning supreme in 
conventional science and religion.83   
In the end psychical science floundered on the shoals of improbability and impracticality.  It did 
not or could not develop technology or mental apparatus applicable to improvement of human life.  
Worse, psychical science, as portrayed at the Chicago Congress, was a formative science in search of 
coherence.  As the ranging list of topics and subject matter at the Psychical Science Congress indicates, 
there was no coherent, organized, and stable body of potential knowledge which clearly defined 
psychical science.  There was nothing solid or specific for those in Chicago to wrap their heads or hands 
around.  Proponents grabbed at anything ‘wild’, unusual, provocative, or promising—almost in a 
feverish hope that whatever new knowledge they could ‘establish’ would finally ground  ‘psychics’ as an 
appropriate and ‘normal’ science and thereby gain the public and professional acceptance they so 
desperately desired. 
Yet, psychical science served, as Bernadette Baker has suggested, the important role of helping 
to “organize the domains of different disciplines.”84  I indicated in the previous section that the term 
psychical spread from its occult usage to reform movements such as euthenics, city beautification, and 
moral environmentalism.  A semi-occult notion of psychics also instructs the formation of various social 
science disciplines.  While Frances Willard and Lilian Whiting were unable to successfully introduce 
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psychical research or ethereal spiritualism into that favorite target of progressive reformers—the 
home—Ellen Swallow Richards did successfully introduce a system of psychical euthenics into the home 
and dynamics of family life that became known as home economics.85  If the “white feminized advanced 
guard” of progressive evolutionary occultism forming around such luminaries as Willard and Whiting 
failed to develop a social science of home psychics, Richards organized her own advanced white 
feminine guard that successfully created a social science of psychical euthenics that enjoyed great 
success in the twentieth century.86  Home economics entered the home where occult studies could not; 
it incorporated its own psychical perspectives to achieve greater home efficiency and personal uplift 
along with introducing practical home management skills that eased the burden of housewives and 
promoted a positive spiritual atmosphere for children’s psychological and moral development.87  
Furthermore, home economics did not threaten male professional preserves or bring in threatening 
metaphysical notions of the Orient that disturbed existing scientific and religious norms. 
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 Home economics, then, a secular social science of physical and psychical euthenics, and in the 
broadest sense a mental science for the moral and spiritual improvement of the home, identified  home 
and family as “the most significant sites for development of spiritual ideals;” moreover, spirituality was 
regarded as the “highest ideal” of home economics.88  Homes were portrayed as being enveloped with a 
psychic atmosphere which revealed “the mental and moral stock” of its inhabitants.  The study of this 
psychic atmosphere and its furtherance in infusing spirituality into the home and its environs 
constituted the psychical euthenics which formed such a large feature of the home economics mission.  
Furthermore, ordinary household items such as books and objects of art and beauty were perceived in 
some quarters as reflecting the “disembodied spirits of the dead and living clad in typographical 
vestments,” thus introducing a system of psychometrics into the psychical perspectives of home 
economics.89         
 Some of the early pioneers of home economics were disenchanted with the name adopted for 
this new social science of home and human ecology.  For example, Wilbur O. Atwater of the Department 
of Agriculture’s Office of Experimental Stations objected to the term ‘home economics’, calling for the 
discipline to be called simply “home science” as the word economics seemed too materialistic and 
lacked a proper appreciation of the workings of the soul, “the most important element of 
homemaking.”90   A few years later, at a subsequent Lake Placid Conference, another speaker called for 
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the expansion of home economics by incorporating  even more of “the psychic in our science of the 
home” noting that spirituality factored mightily in “the fine art of family living.”91  Permeations of the 
psychical, as they carried their occult baggage across lines of disciplinary formation, perpetuated certain 
ideas which had occupied a central position for spiritualists, theosophists, and a great number of 
investigators in psychical research.  In this manner, then, elements of psychical science survived as 
newer social sciences incorporated some of its crucial perspectives regarding the role of spirituality and 
psychical euthenics in bringing about individual uplift and social progress.  If spriitualism and psychical 
research failed in the attempt to ‘prove’ man’s immortality, the idea of the soul’s immortality in many 
modern social sciences has persisted down to the present day. 
Back to the Beginning:  William T. Stead, Immortalism, and Chicago’s Occult Mystique 
I began this study with a synopsis of William T. Stead’s stay in Chicago from the end of October 
1893 through March 1894 and the thriving occult environment he found throughout the city, 
particularly the proclivity of its leading citizens—clergy, educators, lawyers, reformers, editors, 
physicians, and business leaders—to explore psychical phenomena.  I will close these pages by briefly:  
1) returning to the spiritualism-centered public occultism that Stead found in Chicago and promoted 
through his editorship of Borderland and the Review of Reviews throughout the 1890s; 2) introducing 
the doctrine of Immortalism, a term coined by the Episcopal Bishop Samuel Fallows in 1909 to 
inaugurate a new version of spiritualism minus the fraud and trickery; and 3) exploring the mystique 
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that has surrounded Chicago from the time of the Psychical Science Congress to the present, creating a 
sense that it has been a special occult center. 
Stead, like many of those associated with the Psychical Science Congress, propagated a heavily 
popularly-oriented version of psychical science, much in line with figures such as Elliott Coues and Lilian 
Whiting, both of whom were prone to espousing wildly about what the fruits of psychical research 
would soon be bringing to bear on a suffering humanity.  Justin Sausman, perhaps the earliest historian 
to use the term “public occultism,” has situated Stead as a proponent of a psychical science that sought 
to bring occultism within the comprehensive reach of the masses.  For Stead, as for Coues and Whiting, 
psychical science had to gain a wide popular acceptance, apart from the attentions of devoted 
specialists, if it were ever to be become a science of usefulness to general society.  Whether in Chicago 
conversing with old members of the Western Society for Psychical Research or writing columns in his 
popular spiritualism periodical Borderland, Stead was “a crucial figure in formulating the idea of public 
occultism as a new cultural field.” Stead even drew upon the wider cultural imagination in furthering his 
popularization of psychical research by alluding to polar expeditions and seeking to situate occultism in a 
“general scheme of Exploration.”92     
The same year, 1909, that Stead wrote of the exploration of the other, border world in the 
Fortnightly Review, another interesting development in psychical science linked to the North Pole 
appeared in a chapter entitled “Marvels of the Year 1909” in J. Martin Miller, Discovery of the North 
Pole.  Included as ‘Marvels’ for the year alongside the discovery of the North Pole and advances in 
wireless telegraphy was a prediction by Bishop Samuel Fallows of the Reformed Episcopal Church of 
Chicago that very soon in the future people would be conversing with spirits in a manner similar to 
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ordinary ways of speaking.  Declaring telepathy to be “an established fact,” Bishop Fallows, an organizer 
of Chicago’s Western Society for Psychical Research in 1885, declared that it was because of the great 
strides made in psychical science that mankind would soon be “conversing with the spirits of departed 
friends and relatives.” Such an achievement in the realm of public occultism, Fallows announced, would 
“be made known to us through the science of ‘immortalism’,” which he called “spiritualism with the 
‘fakes’ left out.”  Immortalism, he declared, would be “studied by the masses just as they now delve into 
Latin, arithmetic, geography or grammar.”93 
 Bishop Fallows launched his new public spiritualism from the pulpit of St. Paul’s Reformed 
Episcopal Church in a Sunday sermon on “Why am I an Immortalist and Not a Spiritualist” in August 
1909.  He termed this new science of speaking with spirits Immortalism “because it depends for its 
existence upon the immortality of the soul, in which we all believe, and the preservation of identity 
beyond the grave.”94  Asked by a reporter if he had ever spoken with a spirit, the Bishop replied that he 
had not but that members of his St. Paul’s congregation in Chicago had, and these individuals were 
honorable and distinguished citizens whose word he could not doubt.  An early convert to Fallow’s new 
spiritual science, Dr. C. Pruyn Stringfield, a prominent physician of Chicago, stated in the same paper 
that Bishop Fallows’ conclusions were “perfectly justified,” and that society stood “on the threshold of a 
new era in this science,” believing in his heart that “some day we shall [all] talk with spirits.”95 
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My dissertation’s title, A Modern Mecca of Psychic Forces, expresses the vibrant occult culture 
that existed in Chicago, properly defining it as a psychical capital of the United States during the final 
two decades of the nineteenth century, a status demonstrated by the Psychical Science Congress in 
1893, the first international congress devote solely to psychical research.  Some present-day historians 
as well as contemporary observers have acknowledged Chicago’s attraction for metaphysically- and 
spiritually-minded people.  Milton C. Sennett described Chicago as “a religious mecca for African 
Americans,” in the years running up to the First World War, while Hans Baer designated Chicago as “the 
city with the greatest number of [African American] Spiritual churches in the country,” and  “the 
foremost center of the black Spiritual movement.”96  Ernest Loomis, who I previously discussed in 
reference to the Home Silent Thought Brotherhood, wrote in a pamphlet entitled “Woman’s Occult 
Forces” that Chicago was destined “to be a central ‘power-house’ for the generation of individualized 
spiritual strength.”  In tracing the city’s history all the way back to prehistoric times, Loomis declared 
that Chicago was “a focusing point for occult forces long before the Indians killed skunks on what are 
now its principal streets” and that the “negative condition of the soil” was particularly “adapted to the 
transmission of occult forces.”97  When Sydney Flower and William Walker Atkinson relocated their 
magazine and occult mail order business to New York in 1903, Atkinson told readers of New Thought 
that he was leaving Chicago “with the warmest feelings for its people and the city;” and that during his 
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three-year stay in Chicago the city’s “breeziness, push, hustle and energy” had “worked wonderful 
changes” in him.  If he was to meet with success in New York, he offered, it would only be because “I 
have taken with me a bit of the Chicago spirit.”98 
As these pages have demonstrated, Chicago enjoyed thriving branches in theosophy and 
psychical research and housed a spiritualist community with wide-ranging spectacles of entertainment 
to semi-serious scientific engagement with mediumistic phenomena.  One columnist for the Tribune 
viewed the city as “one of the supreme meccas” for students of the occult, describing it as “the central 
stamping ground [my italics] of many of the great movements that are interesting and making the 
nation… being the habitat of more religious and philosophical cults than any place in the states.”  As for 
Chicago possessing any peculiar atmospheric attributes, this same writer cited an occultist from Iowa 
who swore that she could identify any paper or magazine she handled as coming from Chicago just “by 
the rapid vibrations” it imparted.99  In 1976, Henry Rucker, then director of the Psychic Research 
Foundation, referred to Chicago as “a Mecca….the place where the psychics come.  By that I don’t mean 
that psychics and spiritual people don’t come from all over and don’t live all over the world, but Chicago 
just seems to be the hub, the place where people are geared toward psycho-spiritual development.”100  
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His pronouncement couldn’t be a more fitting description of the culture of Chicago’s progressive 
occultism in the immediate years before and after the Psychical Science Congress. 
The sense that Chicago in 1893 was the center of a national unfolding of spiritual energy was 
also evident in the welcoming address of Milan C. Edson, chairman of the three day National Delegate 
Convention of Spiritualists of the United States of America which convened in Chicago on September 27, 
1893, less than two weeks after the closing of the Theosophical Congress at the Parliament of Religions.  
Edson echoed a general sentiment equally felt by those spiritualists, theosophists, and psychical 
researchers drawn to the city when he declared Chicago to be “the most bustling city on the 
continent...the pulse of the nation.”  The multitudes who had recently gathered to visit the World’s Fair 
and attend the Auxiliary Congresses, Edson declared, were “leaving with this place and this people an 
unseen and silent flow of spiritual potency, the effect of which no one can tell.”  The existence of this 
“great spiritual wave,” he determined, formed “a most glorious and most fitting crown to this closing 
decade of the nineteenth century.”101  An occult spirituality, it seemed, pervaded Chicago’s atmosphere 
in 1893, becoming an inseparable and integral element of the World’s Columbian Exposition itself, 
permeating through and among the souls of those twenty-seven million people who visited the Fair, 
whether they realized it or not.102 
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not “expect to go to Chicago—unless it should some day turn out that Chicago is the place we are liable to go after 
we die.” World’s Congress Auxiliary Congress of Authors Collection, Scrapbook 1, A-H, item 12, Special Collections, 
Chicago Public Library. The signed post card by Bangs is dated May 17, 1893. 
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